WILLIAM EMPSON’S 




CONTENTS 


FOREWORD 9 

1. THE NATURE OF SHAKESPEAREAN DRAMA I3 

2 . THE SWORD AND THE CROWN 36 

3. LAUGHTER AND JUDGEMENT 89 

4. LOVERS APART 122 

5. BLINDNESS 162 

6. *IN MY END IS MY BEGINNING’ 226 

INDEX 265 




FOREWORD 


Of all the thousands of books on Shakespeare, every one - 
we must suppose - was intended by its author to fill a specific 
gap, to do something that none of his countless rivals had 
succeeded in, or perhaps understood the need for. And I sup- 
pose when the chips are down each of us writes for that sec- 
tion of the public with which he feels his own fate to be 
bound up. The scholar writes for his fellow-scholars, hoping 
to add to their knowledge and at the same time increase his 
own prestige within the group. The actor or actress (and 
some good Shakespearean criticism has been written by 
players) writes for Aeatre audiences, hoping to prepare the 
ground for those sensitive and vivid interpretations diat next 
season will surely bring. The schoolmaster writes for his 
pupils. And the biographer of Shakespeare writes for those 
with a taste for puzzles and conjectures. 

I mysdf am writing for all those people who have felt the 
fascination of what Shakespeare’s work can offer them, and 
wish to go forward into a deeper and juster appreciation. 
This group could, of course, include students who are going 
to have to pass examinations on Shakespeare, but I shall have 
failed if my book does not go beyond them, not because I do 
not welcome students to my pages but because I feel that 
with their lecture-lists, their notebooks, their seminars and 
discussions, they are well enough catered for already. With 
such aids to the study of Shakespeare as the excellent ‘Arden’ 
editions of the individual plays (I refer to the new volumes, 
under the editorship of Miss Ellis-Fermor, rather than the 
old ones in their familiar red binding, good as these were in 
their day), I fed that we can safely stop worrying about the 
student. 
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No, the people I am more concerned with are those who 
fill the theatres in London and Stratford - and a hundred 
other places - where Shakespeare’s plays are staged ; and the 
actors and (dare I add ?) producers responsible for that stag- 
ing; and the radio and television staff who adapt Shake- 
speare to their own media now and again; and the amateur 
dramatic societies who undertake Shakespearean produc- 
tions in village halls. (It is a heart-warming thought that 
every night of every year, somewhere, before an audience of 
some kind, Shakespeare is being played.) And beyond these 
I think of the man who sits down at his own fireside, after a 
day’s work, to keep company with Shakespeare for an hour 
or two. What all these people need is a discussion of Shake- 
speare that will engage their interest as mature, imaginative, 
sensible men and women ; an honest facing of difficulties 
arising from the distance of time between Shakespeare’s day 
and ours; and an ‘appreciation’ not of the full-blown kind 
that tries to do their imagining and feeling for them, but of 
the more modest kind which points out a shade here, an 
opulence there, that might otherwise escape attention. 

A commonplace programme ? Yes, but where is it done ? 
During the months in which I have been writing this book, 
struggling to find time and energy for it amid a thousand 
other obligations, there have been moments when I would 
wdllingly have given up, swept the manuscript into the stove 
and got on with something else. My conscience is at least 
clear of the charge of writing ‘one more’ book on Shake- 
speare simply for the sake of writing it. That I have carried on 
is due solely to the fact that I feel a responsibility towards the 
intclHgent and informed person who doesn’t happen to have 
formally studied English literature, but doesn’t see why that 
should padlock Shakespeare’s works against him. Academic 
books bore him, and if he turns to books addressed to the 
‘general reader’ he too often finds himself in the company 
of aggressively insensitive middlebrows, digging him in the 
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ribs and making the msultiGg suggestion that he shares their 
stupidity and emotional shallowness, I have my stupidities 
and my emotional shallownesses too, o£ course, but at least I 
don’t advance them as a qualification. 

This task is important. Because Shakespeare is the last 
strand in the rope that once bound English literature to the 
English public. Today, the ‘general reader’, however neces- 
sary as a legal fiction, has largely ceased to exist. Advertise a 
lecture on Donne or Wordsworth, even on Fielding or Dick- 
ens, and the audience will consist of students and teachers, 
with a sprinkling of librarians and others professionally con- 
cerned with books. But put on a lecture on Shakespeare, and 
the audience could easily contain office-workers, housewives, 
doctors, sea-captains. Every other classic English author has 
been for the most part abandoned to specialists. Only Shake- 
speare is still loved by the people. And to join in the work of 
keeping that love alive, to foster it and help it to see its object 
more clearly, is surely the best way for an English writer to 
pay homage to the greatest of his predecessors. 

Finally, a word about the title. Modern historical scholar- 
ship has been so successful in re-creating Renaissance ideas 
and attitudes that we sometimes get the impression of a mas- 
sive concentration of critical attention on those things in 
which Shakespeare differs from us. The best scholars are free 
of this ; the late F. P. Wilson tellingly pointed out that Keats, 
for instance, knew nothing of modern Shakespearean schol- 
arship, yet understood Shakespeare to his depths. But not all 
professors are of Wilson’s rare quality, and there does exist 
an imbalance that needs correction. Shakespeare’s world 
is living; the events which engaged his attention, and furn- 
ished his plots, still repeat themselves. While I have been at 
work on this book, I have been constantly reminded of this 
recurrence. I was in the middle of dealing vdth Macbeth 
when I heard the news of the brutal assassination of Presi- 
dent Kennedy. And now, as the typescript goes to press, the 
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island o£ Cyprus is torn by savage violence between Greek 
and Turkish Cypriots - neighbours who have inhabited the 
same small island for a hundred years. Is there no Turkish- 
Cypriot boy, at this moment, in love with a Greek-Cypriot 
girl ? If so, she must be whispering to him the equivalent of 

How cam’st thou hither, teU me, and wherefore ? 

The orchard walls are high and hard to climb ; 

And the place death, considering who thou art. 

If any of my kinsmen find thee here. 

Even on the level of topicality, Shakespeare never goes out of 
date. And on the deeper level of human understanding and 
compassion he is more needed today than ever before, 
December i ^63 j.w. 

Some passages in this book have appeared in Encounter^ 
whose editors are thanked for permission to reprint. 

On the whole I have based quotations on the ‘Tudor* 
edition of Shakespeare’s complete works, edited by Professor 
Peter Alexander, 1951. 
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THE NATURE OF SHAKESPEAREAN 
DRAMA 

When Shakespeare began work, in the early 1590s, the 
drama he inherited had both popular and learned dements. 
In form, it was descended from the late medieval plays which 
had been acted in inn courtyards. In content, it had already 
picked up elements from the Roman theatre as well as from 
Renaissance Italian. The popular commedia delVarte^ with 
its stock characters and half-improvised plots, was well 
known to English dramatists. So were the stately and de- 
clamatory tragedies of Seneca. This blend of interests and , 
traditions gave the Elizabethan drama one advantage that no 
modern theatre has. It made it a drama for the entire nation. 
The uninstructed groundlings flocked to it as eagerly as the 
lettered patrons in the covered seats. The fashionable gallant 
was there, but so was the eager young scholar already dream- 
ing of fame and genius. 

From the beginning, then, the Shakespearean drama has 
one great freedom; it does not have to channel itself to 
one stratum of public taste. It can be lowbrow or highbrow 
according to the needs of its subject-matter. But this is not its 
only advantage. It has, in addition, the freedom conferred by 
the unfettered imagination. It is not a consumer-art but an 
art of participation. 

What I mean is this. The arts differ one from another in 
the extent to which they invite the cooperation of the on- 
looker. The novel, for instance, is largely pre-packaged. It is 
put into the reader’s hands complete with descriptions of 
how people looked, what they said, and what went on inside 
their minds; further, it is written in the language of every- 
day life. All the reader has to do is sit down and absorb it. 
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THE LIVING WORLD OF SHAKESPEARE 

Poetry, by comparison, invites participation. To read a poem 
is to join in a mental dance. I£ the rhythms, the imagery, the 
weight and colour o£ the poem are to have their effect on us, 
we must meet the poet’s sensibility with our own. And the 
more we bring to it, the more we shall take away. 

I 

In the field o£ drama, we have on the one hand an art like 
that o£ the cinema, which demands only that the audience 
goes into a trance, and on the other the art o£ £ull participa- 
tion as practised by, say, Ruth Draper. Miss Draper would 
walk on to a stage and proceed to act out scenes, playlets o£ 
her own composition, in which she took every part. The fas- 
cination of her performances, which was felt by people of 
every type and every age, arose from the fact that she invited 
audiences to use their imagination. And the exercise of the 
imagination is delightful to everyone. (Who does not enjoy 
telling stories to children ?) Ruth Draper created, on a bare 
stage, the atmosphere of a court-room, a customs^house, a 
country mansion. In one of her sketches she wanted to give 
the impression of a hostess standing before a great fireplace. 
So she raised one foot about twelve inches off the ground, as 
if resting it on a high fender - and kept it there during the 
entire act. That was enough. Every member of the audience 
saw the fireplace. At the other extreme, we have the cinema, 
which is in Jean Cocteau’s famous words - *a dream that 
can be dreamt by many people at the same time’. It lulls its 
audience to sleep: often, no doubt, a very creative and re- 
newing sleep, but a sleep. Whereas the art of a Ruth Draper 
incites and stimulates die audience to participation. They 
join with her in creating the entertainment. 

In Shakespeare’s day the theatre was an art of full partici- 
pation. Not only did it make use of poetry, which draws the 
hearer into a close union with the speaker. It also employed 
the Ruth Draper technique of making the audience supply 
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the visual background by imagination alone. The result was 
a freedom never again approached until the beginning of 
radio drama in the 1920s. Without waiting for tardy changes 
of unconvincing scenery, the action can whisk from one 
country to another, from the deck of a ship to the streets of a 
city, from a ballroom to an orchard. 

When I was a boy it seemed to be the general opinion that 
the Elizabethan stage was a crude, makeshift affair. Because 
it did not have backdrops, cycloramas, floats, tabs, a proscen- 
ium arch or an orchestra pit, it was presumed to be hope- 
lessly primitive. Perhaps things are better now. Certainly the 
average playgoer is less parochial, more aware of different 
modes of drama, than he was thirty years ago. He knows that 
if Ancient Greek drama, or Japanese Noh plays, or classical 
Chinese theatre, could do without stage-illusion and col- 
oured lighting, these things cannot be so important as all 
that. He is even ready to accept a partial return to Eliza- 
bethan techniques of acting and staging. 

Modern theatre is a consumer art. It pushes the actors back 
behind a proscenium arch, in a lighted picture-frame stage. 
The result is a convention whereby the actors talk entirely to 
one another and the audience overhears them. To get an idea 
of Elizabethan acting, the best place to go is the opera-house. 
When an operatic singer is engaged in recitative, he speaks 
directly to his interlocutor, but when he steps forward to sing 
some great aria, he sings to the audience. The conventions of 
opera do not require that the singers should ignore the pres- 
ence of an audience. Old-style music-hall comics, the kind 
who talk rapidly at each other from opposite sides of the 
stage, use the same technique. They are continually pitching 
lines towards the audience., On the Elizabethan stage, which 
had no proscenium arch but moved the actors out into the 
midst of the audience, participation was not merely invited ; 
it could hardly be avoided. In such a theatre, poetry seemed 
natural, as it seems artificial on the modern stage. Soliloquy, 
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THE LIVING WORLD OF SHAKESPEARE 

too, was more acceptable when the actor was in so direct a 
relationship with his hearers. 

With this freedom at his disposal, Shakespeare wrote what 
literary textbooks call ‘poetic drama’. The phrase has been 
much misunderstood. Poetic drama is not merely a kind of 
drama which proceeds on the same basic assumption as prose 
drama except that it happens to be in verse. It is a different 
medium altogether. The poetic language is not an overlay. 
It is integral to the whole experience. Go through a prose 
drama and versify it, and you have nothing; go through a 
poetic drama and turn it into prose, and once again you have 
nothing. 

It is important to make this matter clear, so let me come at 
it from another angle. Very recendy - during the writing of 
this book ~ I happened to take part in a literary brains trust, 
held at a grammar school and attended by senior pupils. The 
questions had been prepared in advance. One of them was, 
‘Should the works of Shakespeare be put into modern prose 
so that more people of this generation would read them ? ’ 
The operative words there are ‘modern’ and ‘prose’. They 
are actually two sides of the same coin. If language is 
modern, then naturally it is in prose, and preferably the 
prose of the Daily Mirror, These children have grown up in 
a world that uses language only for the most limited of pur- 
poses : to convey information. The entire ima^native side 
of life has been handed over to the visual media of cinema 
and television. Instead of reading prose narrative and sup 
plying the pictures and sounds inside their heads, the young 
now have pictures and sound supplied mechanically. They 
have become total consumers. And language is mixed in 
only in tiny doses that make no demand on their powers of 
participation. Naturally, then, these powers begin to shrink 
and atrophy. The imaginative arts of language - poetry or 
figurative prose - become simply unintelligible. With pic- 
tures to do all our imagining for us, with sounds to echo in 
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THE NATURE OF SHAKESPEAREAN DRAMA 

our ears, we need language only to supply the information 
that will link one picture with the next. Hence the demand 
for ‘modern prose’. If you must use language, then keep it 
cnsp. 

The tragedy is that these young are separated only by a 
thin wall from the riches that could be theirs. Living in an 
age where everything is expressed concretely in images, and 
nothing abstracdy in words, they are actually very close to 
the world of Shakespearean drama. Because the essence of 
the poetic language - not only Shakespeare’s, but any poetic 
language - is that it is concrete. It does not deal in abstrac- 
tions. It proceeds by metaphor, or by simile that has the force 
of metaphor. It flashes image after image, without pausing 
to reduce these images to discourse, in the way these chil- 
dren have learnt to expect from film and tv. If they could 
only grasp the fact that the language of poetry is not an out- 
worn way of putting things obliquely, but an immemorial 
way of saying them with the utmost possible directness, they 
would have no other adjustment to make. They could step 
straight into an appreciation of Shakespeare that previous 
generations could acquire only by study. 

Any example that comes to hand will serve to illustrate 
this. Take Angelo’s speech in Measure for Measure ^ Act II, 
Scene ii. He has condemned Claudio to death for fornica- 
tion, and Claudio’s pious and chaste sister, Isabella, already 
admitted to her novitiate in a convent, has come to beg for 
mercy on his behalf. During their conversation Angelo sud- 
denly conceives the horrible idea of striking a bargain - her 
chastity against her brother’s life. As a man always exces- 
sively self-controlled and prudish, he is violently disturbed 
at this revelation of his own lower depths, and as soon as the 
girl has gone he bursts out in agitation : 

What*s this, what’s this ? Is this her fault or mine ? 

The tempter or the tempted, who sins most ? Ha 1 

Not she ; nor doth she tempt ; but it is I 
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That, lying by the violet in the sun. 

Do as the carrion does, not as the flow’r. 

Corrupt with virtuous season. 

What violet ? What carrion ? Obviously, these are the 
images thrown up in Angelo’s mind as he recoils from 
knowledge of his own sin. They are introduced without ex- 
planation, and no explanation is needed. Present-day film 
directors are much given to this technique. After a passage 
in the story which introduces some strong emotion, the 
camera switches to an object ~ a lizard on a wall, a ragged 
shirt flapping on a line - which provides a symbolic visual 
equivalent. Shakespeare uses the same cinematic method. In 
the midst of Angelo’s self-accusation, we get the image of 
hot sunshine, a violet growing in a hedgerow, and near by 
the decomposing corpse of a dog, a rabbitj a cat - any ani- 
mal will do. At once we imagine the smell of decay cutting 
across the sweet scent of the flower. The violet, of all flowers, 
has a delicacy that typifies everything pure and unspoilt; we 
remember Laertes’s words on Ophelia : ‘And from her fair 
and unpolluted flesh May violets spring’. But Angelo’s 
words go further in their visual and tactile concreteness. * Ly- 
ing by the violet in the sun ’ suggests the act he longs to per- 
form; the sun shines on Isabella because she is young and 
in the springtime of her life, and Angelo ‘corrupts’ with 
‘virtuous season’ - at once the seasoning that disguises the 
taste of bad meat, and the fresh early season he is spoiling. 

Or take another short example. In Timon of Athens^ 
Act IV, Scene ii, Timon’s servants gather for the last time 
and lament the fall of their master. Now that his wealth is 
gone they are unemployed - ‘All broken implements of a 
ruin’d house’, as Flavius calls them - and one of them sums 
it up in six lines : 

Yet do our hearts v/ear Timon’ s livery ; 

That see I by our faces. We are fellows still, 
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Serving alike in sorrow* Leak’d is our bark ; 

And we, poor mates, stand on the dying deck. 

Hearing die surges threat. We must ail part 
Into this sea of air. 

From the notion of community in loyalty and suffering - of 
being, as the modern phrase has it, ‘all in the same boat’ - 
the imagery moves to a real boat, holed and about to sink. 
The men huddle on the tilting deck ; behind them is a fel- 
lowship of service and discipline, but at this moment their 
fellowship is one of fear ; in a moment they must dive, sep- 
arately, into the ‘surges’. But in its closing words the meta- 
phor makes another jump. What surrounds these servants 
is not the heaviness and strength of the sea but the emptiness 
of air. What the poor fellows have reason to fear is not that 
they will be drawn under and suffocated quickly, like 
drowning sailors, but that they will be left to waste away in 
hunger. The insubstantiality of air, rather than the thick 
embrace of water, is what faces them. And the metaphor, as 
usual in Shakespeare, links admirably with the play’s larger 
purposes. This ‘air’, which surrounds the dispossessed serv- 
ing-men, is that same nothingness which confronted Timon 
when he reached out for help from his friends. Their offence 
against him is negative, rather than positive ; they have not 
molested him in any way ; they were simply not there when 
needed. Their absence, not their presence, has driven him 
mad. Hence the sudden switch from the pounding and 
threatening of the sea to the empty stillness of ‘ air 

2 

We have seen that, by its nature as poetic drama, Shake- 
speare’s theatre involves the spectator in participation. Now 
we must go beyond that simple statement. What it involves 
him in is not merely participation, but a sensitive imagina- 
tive adjustment, from minute to minute, of the nature of 
that participation. The timid playgoer may reassure himself ; 
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it is not necessary to be a genius. All we have to do is put 
ourselves m Shakespeare’s hands and accept his directives, 
which are always quite clear. These matters do not become 
complicated until we excogitate them. 

In a modern play, the level of realism is stated at the out- 
set and then adhered to. If it is a straightforward prose play, 
the assumption is that the characters are using language ex- 
acdy as they would use it in real life. And if we catch them 
defining their feelings with a fineness and aptness which in 
‘real life’ would be beyond their capacity, we fault the play 
at once. If we want that kind of language on the stage, we 
go to a ‘poetic’ play : which also defines its level at the be- 
ginning, and stays there. In Elizabethan drama, and most 
finely of all in Shakespeare, the level shifts continually. At 
one moment the characters before us are speaking as men 
would speak in the street or the inn. The next, they are us- 
ing the full resources of poetry. It is tailored, naturally, to fit 
their characters, but it is not damped down to avoid clashing 
with the naturalistic tone of a few lines earlier. The audience 
is expected to make the adjustment. 

There are, of course, certain easily recognized devices 
which Shakespeare uses to signal these changes in tone. The 
most obvious is the move from prose to verse and back again. 
As a general rule, Shakespeare uses prose for realism and 
verse for the more exalted and intensive writing which over- 
tops realism. Simple examples abound. When in Antony 
and Cleopatra (Act II, Scene ii) the triumvirate, Caesar, 
Antony and Lepidus, meet and prepare their campaign 
against Pompey, they naturally speak in verse. The dignified 
conclave ended, they leave the stage to the three shrewd, 
tough officers, Enobarbus, Mecaenas and Agrippa. These 
down-to-earth fellows naturally talk conversational prose - 
until the moment when Enobarbus begins to describe the 
unearthly beauty of Cleopatra and her entourage on the 
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river of Cydnus. The transition is made with perfect natural- 
ness- 

ENOBARBUs: When she first met Mark Antony she purs’d up 
his heart, upon the river of Cydnus. 
agrippa: There she appear’d indeed! Or my reporter devis’d 
well for her. 

ENOBARBUS : I wHl tcU you. 

The barge she sat in, like a burnish’d throne, 

Burn’d on the water. . , - 

That T will tell you ’ is like a bowler’s skipping run-up to the 
wicket. It carries the dialogue over from prose to verse; 
pardy by its easy rhythm, suitable for either, and pardy be- 
cause it enjoins silence and attention on its hearers. Or take 
a slighdy more complex example from the same play. In 
Act V, Scene ii, Cleopatra has decided on suicide and has 
done with mundane concerns. She is, naturally, speaking 
very high poetry. 

Now from head to foot 
I am marble-constant ; now the fleeting moon 
No planet is of mine. 

At this moment, the ‘rural fellow’ is shown in with his 
basket of figs, within which is the asp that will bring the 
death she longs for. She questions him, and he answers in 
homespun and even laughable prose, (Only a writer of 
Shakespeare’s high audacity could get away with humour 
at such a moment. Or, for that matter, with the sudden 
switch from ancient Egypt to Elizabethan England. For the 
countryman, of course, has nothing Egyptian about him ; 
he obeys the universal Shakespearean rule that no matter 
where the scene is set, the low-comedy characters are never 
anything but English, and preferably Warwickshire.) 

The bumpkin addresses Cleopatra in prose. Her replies 
are short; mosdy, they do not extend to ten syllables, and 
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could therefore be either prose or verse ; no incongruity is 
felt when she says ‘Get thee hence; fareweir, or ‘Will it 
eat me ? ’ As for her longer replies, they are all just about the 
ten-syllable mark. With the sort of delicacy that makes its 
effect without being noticed, Shakespeare halts her lines 
just at the point where they would have to declare definitely 
for verse or for prose. ‘ Remember ’st thou any that have 
died on’t ? ’ fits in perfectly with the clown’s prose without 
deserting, or too obviously holding to, the verse of the pas- 
sage before and after ; so does ‘Take thou no care ; it shall be 
heeded.’ The result is that Shakespeare is able to introduce 
a prose scene, resting our emotions for a few minutes before 
we begin the dizzy climb up to the play’s last peak, without 
making Cleopatra speak prose, which in fact she never does 
throughout the play. 

Anyone who is tempted to think that this effect is mere 
accident may consult a clinching example of the same thing 
earlier in the play (Act I, Scene ii), when Antony is talking 
to Enobarbus. Antony, like Cleopatra, is a character who 
speaks only verse ; his lofty presence expresses itself natur- 
ally in the statelier rhythm, and he lacks the complexity of 
a character like Hamlet who moves from prose to verse be- 
cause his thoughts and feelings range over a wide spectrum. 
In this early scene we find him shaken into gravity by the 
news that Fulvia his wife is dead. He immediately forms the 
resolution to return to Rome, and expresses it in his usual 
lofty verse ; he then summons Enobarbus, who comes on and 
speaks in his usual sardonic prose. Antony lets him do most 
of the talking, only breaking in with, ‘I must with haste 
from hence’, ‘I must be gone’, ‘She is cunning past man’s 
thought’, ‘Would I had never seen her’, ‘Fulvia is dead’. 
All these are fragments which could be either verse or prose. 
But as soon as Antony takes over the initiative once more, he 
pushes the scene back into verse with a curtly dignified 
speech beginning, ‘No more light answers’ - an opening 
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which has the same effect as Enobarbus’s own ‘I will tell 
you*. It launches the boat into midstream. And now it is 
Enobarbus who answers with a mere fragment, conform- 
able to either rhythm : ‘I shall do it’. 

The ease with which the mature Shakespeare enables 
prose and verse to run together, as exemplified by these two 
exchanges in which, in the lightest and least strained man- 
ner, one character talks in prose and the other in verse, re- 
flects years of experience. It did not come quickly. The early 
Shakespeare often puts prose-material into verse - as in the 
Nurse’s speeches in Romeo and Juliet - and, when he does 
write prose, tends to stick to the demotic and comical. 
There are times in the early historical plays when the distinc- 
tion seems to be almost along social lines : the man in the 
street uses prose and leaves the verse to the higher-ups. But 
Shakespeare gradually trusts prose more and more, allowing 
genuine poetic feeling to flow through it, notably in the Fal- 
staff scenes, and by the time we reach Hamlet we find the 
two instruments equally subtle, equally ready for any im- 
portant task, so that Hamlet’s ‘Alas, poor Yorick’ speech 
is no less poetic than ‘To be or not to be’. The difference, as 
usual, is one of degrees of realism. The Yorick speech is 
uttered in the graveyard, with the gravediggers standing by; 
it comes into a great scene written in prose, and the fact that 
Hamlet does not take off into verse reflects his involvement 
with the scene of which he is a part. He is soliloquizing, but 
with full consciousness of his hearers. If Shakespeare had 
meant us to visualize Hamlet as stepping apart and musing 
strictly to himself, he would probably have put the speech 
into verse. 

Mention of the soliloquy brings us firmly back to the shift- 
ing nature of Shakespearean realism. The term ‘soliloquy’ 
covers a very wide range. First, there is the informative 
speech to the audience - indulged in without self-conscious- 
ness by all dramatists till very recently, and found in 
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Shakespeare’s most mature work as often as in his crudest, 
(Along with this goes the simple stage device of reading 
aloud from letters and so forth.) Then there is the soliloquy 
which a character utters in the presence of others. Its func- 
tion is to reveal his thoughts and feelings to us^ the audience. 
Sometimes the speech is evidently meant to be uttered as an 
aside, and the other persons on the stage are meant to show 
no awareness of it. At other times they are brought in with- 
out being addressed directly, and their relationship to the 
speaker is the same as ours. An example would be the speech 
of Troilus after witnessing the infidelity of Cressida, which 
we shall be examining later on (p. 132). The auditors on- 
stage in this case are Ulysses, who is accompanying Troilus 
and giving him safe conduct, and Thersites, who is skulking 
near by and eavesdropping. Troilus is oblivious of both of 
them until brought down to earth by Ulysses’s question as 
to whether he really means, and will stand by, what he has 
just said. Ulysses, that is, voices the question that we our- 
selves would ask Troilus if we could intervene in the play, 
Thersites, meanwhile, listens and puts in his remarks, which 
are not heeded by either of the others and are, in fact, in- 
tended for the audience. At the conclusion of the scene it 
is Thersites who stays behind to utter his final comment : 
‘Lechery, lechery; still, wars and lechery; nothing else hath 
fashion.’ 

In short, the question ‘Who is addressing whom ?’ is al- 
ways a real and delicate one in Shakespeare, and it cannot 
be answered by using block terms like ‘soliloquy’. The con- 
vention of the modern theatre - that the characters are ad- 
dressing one another and the audience is eavesdropping -» 
exists in Shakespeare, but it is one of a number of conven- 
tions, all healthily operative. This modern eavesdropping 
convention is restrictive in a number of ways. It allows, for 
instance, of no chorus to comment on the action and invite 
the audience to reflect and moralize. Yet much of the 
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world’s greatest drama would be unthinkable without such 
a chorus. Shakespeare has it, not rigidly distinguished as in 
classical Greek drama, but lightly and unselfconsciously 
interwoven with the action. Any cWacter may at any time 
make a comment whose real function is choric. 

In The Wmte/s Tale, for example, when Leontes is re- 
vealing in soliloquy the consuming jealousy that gnaws him 
and will presently break out into the play’s action, he sud- 
denly says, almost parenthetically, 

There have been, 

Or I am much deceiv’d, cuckolds ere now ; 

And many a man there is, even at this present, 

Now while I speak this, holds his wife by th’ arm 
That litde thinks she has been sluic’d in ’s absence, 

And his pond fish’d by his next neighbour, by 
Sir Smile, his neighbour. 

Such an interjection would come fittingly from a chorus, 
particularly a cynical chorus like Thersites. The insistent 
‘even at this present, Now, while I speak this’ is a finger 
pointed direedy at the audience, reminding each of us that 
we are in a theatre, among a crowd of strangers, any one 
of whom might conceivably represent a threat to our emo- 
tional security - just as the discussion of the actor’s art in 
Hamlet turns our thoughts towards the nature of dramatic 
illusion even while we are under that illusion. And fittingly, 
because we must be guided into that state of heightened 
sensibility, that sense of subtie detachment within an in- 
volvement, that can fitly contemplate the play within a play. 
To watch actors watching actors, to be aware of both the 
illusion they feign and the non-illusion we feel, and to bring 
the two into a harmony, needs a cool ima^native sympathy. 
And to have Hamlet coach the actors, before our eyes, estab- 
lishes a mood in which that sympathy comes more readily. 

Twentieth-century attempts to revive the ‘poetic drama’ 
have very seldom succeeded. They have tended to start from 


25 



THE LIVING WORLD OF SHAKESPEARE 

the assumption that verse, and figurative language, will do 
the job by themselves. Actually the chief enemy of ‘poetic 
drama’ is not prose but the proscenium arch. Sitting in dark- 
ness, with an orchestra pit between ourselves and the stage, 
we feel so much cut off from the action that participation 
becomes impossible. We are still moved by the drama we 
witness, but we are not involved in its minute-to-minute 
shifts of tone : and poetic drama depends essentially on this 
involvement. 

That this is so is borne out by stage history. When the 
theatres opened in 1660 after the Puritan interregnum, the 
proscenium arch was established. But not in its fully de- 
veloped modern form. Restoration theatres used a small 
proscenium arch, with folding doors that opened to reveal 
painted scenery, so that the scene could be changed without 
lowering a curtain. And much of the action took place on 
the space - reduced, it is true, but still significant - in front 
of the arch. In other words, the contact between actor and 
audience was diminished but not quite abolished. And the 
theatre in this period still used verse a good deal, still con- 
sidered the use of verse as normal, at any rate for high sub- 
jects. What kind of verse ? Significantly, the rhymed heroic 
couplet : the rhythmically regular, end-stopped couplet that 
comes down heavily on its rhymes. Such verse lacks the con- 
versational fluidity of Elizabethan blank verse just as the 
Restoration stage lacks the freedom and intimacy of the 
Elizabethan. The heroic couplet, in -fact, is a public-address 
system. It chimes or booms at the audience, throwing its 
meaning well out over the footlights. That such an idiom 
should have developed at the same time as the proscenium 
arch began to creep forward, shows clearly the relation be- 
tween a ‘poetic ’ drama and an audience-to-actor rapport. 

The Restoration stage, for instance, could not have man- 
aged the multiple shifts of convention that we find in King 
Leafy Act I, Scene ii, any more than the modern stage can 
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manage them. This scene begins with Gloucester’s bastard 
son, Edmund, making a verse speech to the audience in 
which he expresses his bitterness at being illegitimate, his 
determination not to let it cheat him of any of the fruits of 
existence, and his intention to oust his legitimate elder 
brother by whatever means come to hand. This speech is in 
verse ; i.e. though intensely dramatic, it is formal and not 
naturalistic. When Gloucester enters, Edmund makes a 
clumsy show of hiding the forged letter he is holding, so as 
to make Gloucester demand to see it. Before catching sight 
of Edmund, Gloucester soliloquizes, also in verse, about the 
fateful happenings at the court of King Lear, from which 
he has just returned. This short soliloquy has the double 
function of expressing amazement and conveying informa- 
tion to the audience, who now learn that the King of France 
has departed in a rage and that Lear has set out on his wan- 
derings, his power abdicated and his resources ‘confin’d to 
exhibition’, i.e. to a maintenance allowance. This is con- 
veyed in three lines, whereupon Gloucester notices Edmund, 
and in an exchange of naturalistic dialogue insists on seeing 
the letter. He reads the letter aloud, for the benefit of the 
audience, and immediately modulates back into naturalism 
for further questioning of Edmund, interspersed with ejacu- 
lations addressed to no one in particular, just as people do in 
everyday life. He is so amazed and distressed by the murder- 
ous intention disclosed in the letter, whose authenticity it 
never occurs to him to question, that he hardly knows what 
he is saying; he repeatedly orders Edmund to go and find 
Edgar, but detains him by further incoherent questions. 
‘Go, sirrah, seek him’ is followed some twenty lines later 
by ‘Edmund, seek him out’. Gloucester then falls into out- 
and-out soliloquy as he ruminates on the perilous state of 
things and the portents which have preceded it. ‘These late 
eclipses in the sun and moon portend no good to us’. After 
going on in this strain for some time, he catches sight of 
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Edmund still standing beside him and listening, no doubt 
with a sneer on his face, and reiterates, ‘Find out this vil- 
lain, Edmund; it shall lose thee nothing’. The order given, 
he returns again to his musing on the recent scene at Lear’s 
court, and goes off muttering, ‘And the noble and true- 
hearted Kent banished ! His offence, honesty ! ’Tis strange’. 

Throughout this exchange, with its constant slipping in 
and out of soliloquy, the tone is naturalistic or very close to 
naturalism. The pair speak in realistic prose, and if Glou- 
cester talks to himself, this is common enough in people who 
are deeply disturbed. The only thing that stands out ob- 
viously as a stage convention is the reading aloud of the 
letter, and since the tone of the letter is also naturalistic we 
feel no bumpy transition into non-realism and out again. 
Now, with Gloucester gone, Edmund continues the natural- 
istic vein by a mocking soliloquy in which he makes savage 
fun of his father’s gullibility and faith in astrological por- 
tent. Continues it, that is, in that he continues to speak con- 
versational prose ; but departs from it in that he is obviously 
making another of his speeches to the audience. With the 
entry of Edgar, complete naturalism takes over again and 
continues throughout the brothers’ dialogue. Edgar then 
makes his hurried exit, and leaves Edmund alone on the 
stage to round off the scene, which he does by reverting to 
the verse in which he was speaking when he first entered. 

A credulous father ! And a brother noble, 

Whose nature is so far from doing harms 
That he suspects none; on whose foolish honesty 
My practices ride easy 1 1 see the business. 

Let me, if not by birth, have lands by wit : 

All with me’s meet that I can fashion fit. 

This speech, with its concluding couplet to indicate that the 
scene is now over, represents a move completely away from 
naturalism. It is in the vein of the cruder and simpler drama 
of thirty years earlier. Edmund identifies himself once again 

28 



THE NATURE OF SHAKESPEAREAN DRAMA 

as a villain, and clarifies his position in a complex and shi£t- 
ing plot that might well tax the attention of any audience, 
by telling us plainly that he is a dirty dog and does not in- 
tend to play fair. In so doing, he completes the showcase of 
available attitudes to realism and stage-illusion which has 
been exhibited to us in the space of about three minutes. 
Only the Elizabethan theatre could handle material of this 
flexible kind. And this is the reason why, in our time, both 
cinema and sound radio have frequently outgone the con- 
ventional theatre in their effectiveness as vehicles for Shake- 
speare's imagination. They have the necessary freedom to 
make shifts in tone, to superimpose one convention on an- 
other, and generally to simulate ‘the quick forge and work- 
ing-house of thought’. 


3 

Shakespeare moved from the sophisticated to the unsophisti- 
cated, from the current and topical to the fundamental and 
symbolic. His early comedies show him joining in the chic 
Italianate revels that placed him at one bound far out of 
reach of the slower mentality of rural Warwickshire and 
made him a successful rival of the University Wits. His early 
tragic vein is equally of the moment, whether he is telling a 
romantic Italian love-story, with the young couple outwit- 
ting the tedious grown-ups, and giving it a tragic instead 
of a happy ending, or portraying in Richard III a Renais- 
sance megalomaniac patterned after Marlowe and invoking 
the familiar turnip-ghost of Machiavelli. But as he matures, 
material begins to creep in that we can only describe as de- 
riving from the collective imagination. His plots begin to 
resemble folk-tales ; the characters become archetypal as well 
as increasingly complex j they grow outwards in psychologi- 
cal realism, but at the same time put down deeper and 
deeper tap-roots into the world of dream, fairy-tale and the 
collective unconscious. In Hamlet^ folk-tale material appears 
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in a setting derived from history and politics. In Lear^ the 
entire opening situation of the play comes from the same 
imaginative area as Jack the Giant-killer or Cinderella and 
her ugly sisters. Make a short prose summary of the plot of, 
say, AlVs Well that Ends Well, and you find yourself in the 
same world. The Duke in Measure for Measure, who an- 
nounces that he is going away on a journey, and instead 
puts on disguise and moves among his people so as to see 
them more closely, is a pure fairy-tale figure. And in the last 
plays of all, the ‘romances’, even psychological realism 
shrinks and leaves the bulk of the interest centred in the 
mythopoeic. The Tempest, Shakespeare’s last play, cannot 
be traced, as nearly all the others can, to one definite source. 
On the other hand, everything in the play can be paralleled 
from widely diffused material which crops up again and 
again. As Mr Frank Kermode puts it in the Introduction to 
his edition of the play in the ‘Arden ’ series 

Ultimately the source of The Tempest is an ancient motif, of 
almost universal occurrence, in saga, ballad, fairy-tale and folk- 
tale. The existence of this story accounts for the many analogues 
to The Tempest, That both Prospero and the father of Ayrer’s 
Sidea are irascible is, in the last analysis, explained by the fact 
that they descend from a bad-tempered giant-magician, [Jacob 
Ayrer, a German dramatist contemporary with Shakespeare, has 
a play called Die Sckone Sidea which foreshadows some features 
of The Tempest,] It is likewise a feature of the archetype that 
the princess, like Miranda and Sidea, should aid the captive 
prince in his task and frankly own her love. The log-bearing is 
also a very ancient feature, and appears in the story at a primi- 
tive stage when the task was to chop down the wood as a prep 
aration for the second task, which was to plough the ground; 
later the prince had to reap the harvest, and ail these tasks were 
to be accomplished in one day. The Jason story suggests itself 
as an early analogue, and the ramifications of the fable have 
been traced throughout Europe and the Orient. 

^Methuen, 1954, 
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In other words, Shakespeare’s art, unlike the characteristic 
modern writer’s, does not depend on striking out brand- 
new material, but rather on the fusing together in a new 
whole of components that had become familiar inmates of 
the European consciousness. Where modern writers are like 
journalists, each striving to scoop an ‘exclusive’, Shake- 
speare is more like a force of nature which gathers up long- 
recognized material and organizes it into a new and more 
valuable synthesis. 

This is the true nature of Shakespeare’s originality. His 
mind did not play over the surface of things. It started from 
the deepest layer and moved upwards, gathering up material 
and transforming it as it went. This is so unfamiliar to the 
twentieth-century mind that young students, on approach- 
ing Shakespeare for the j&rst time, are often surprised to 
learn that he did not make up his own plots. To them, a re- 
liance on stories already to hand suggests a weakness, a 
failure to come up with something fresh. Much the same 
attitude has been expressed by people old enough to know 
better ; by Bernard Shaw, for instance. In fact, it is to the 
credit of the Elizabethans that they were not interested in 
the kind of ‘originality ’ that would impress a Bernard Shaw 
as it impresses any pulp-magazine editor. They were still 
rooted in the medieval world in which the story matters 
more than the man who' recounts it. To Chaucer, the poet’s 
main task is to re-tell, freshly and effectively, the tales which 
have always held men’s attention. He enjoys pointing out 
that what he is giving the reader is to be found in ‘olde 
bokes’. He is plugging the reader in to a source of power, 
power which transcends any individual contribution. A 
writer like Malory will even claim a source where none ex- 
ists ; it gives dignity to the material. If we grasp this it will 
help us to realize that the legendary and fairy-tale element 
in Shakespeare’s work is entirely unsdfconscious. We look 
back at Shakespeare across two centuries of a literature 
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predominantly realistic, during which the use of legend and 
folk-tale stamped a writer as either antiquarian or elvish. For 
a modern artist - for Grieg, say - to use material from folk- 
culture usually indicates some consciously worked-out pro- 
gramme of getting back to the roots. To Shakespeare, it was 
as instinctive as breathing. The world of commerce, logic 
and industrialism swept the folk-imagination into the nurs- 
ery and kept it there. But in Shakespeare’s time, as in Ovid’s, 
this had not happened. 

Ovid, Shakespeare’s favourite poet, deserves a glance here. 
Like Shakespeare, he did not invent ‘original material’. He 
used the myths that were familiar to everyone, and his art 
consisted in the imaginative skill with which he orchestrated 
story with story, and clothed narrative with words and im- 
ages. (And this remained the chief claim of the literary artist 
until well after Shakespeare’s day.) Ovid's principal work is 
the Metamorphoses^ an immense collection of stories linked 
together only by the fact that in each of them someone is 
changed into something. It presents a world of sharply visu- 
alized surrealist fantasy in which images of change crowd 
on one another so fast, and with such rapid switches of 
mood, that no one situation has time to stick in the reader’s 
mind. What sticks is rather the all-pervading atmosphere of 
flowing and instability, an atmosphere that was not again to 
be captured until the coming of the avant-garde cinema in 
the 1920S. It is the world of Cocteau’s Le Sang d*un poete^ 
where mirrors sprout arms, the laws of gravity are sus- 
pended, the horrible and the comic jostle with the lyrical, 
and the spectator is less concerned with the fate of this or that 
individual character than vrith his own experience of being 
drawn into this surreal world and breathing its atmosphere. 
The intoxicating sense of melting, changing and dissolving 
in the Metamorphoses has always fascinated artists - visual 
artists in particular, since the sharp selection of detail and 
the visual precision in Ovid’s writing are a continual chal- 
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lenge to them. Ezra Pounds at a formative stage in his poetic 
career^ found himself drawn to various Renaissance re-hand- 
lings of material from the Metamorphoses, At this time 
Pound was well launched into the Cantos^ a poem on the 
epic scale that keeps well away from Virgil and veers to- 
wards Ovid - avoiding, that is to say, the stately, settled pro- 
gression of Virgil, majestically sweeping from point to point 
with a grand predictability, and cultivating the Ovidian tech- 
nique of discontinuity', sudden jumps of focus and switches 
of scene. 

Shakespearc*s relationship to Ovid moved from outside to 
inside, from surface to centre, in the same way as all his inter- 
ests. In the early plays, it is mainly a matter of a young man’s 
enjoyment of the fancifulness of Ovid’s writing. When, in 
Henry IV, Part i (Act I, Scene iii). Hotspur is ranting in 
indignation, trying to convince the King that his cousin 
Mortimer put up a brave resistance against Glendower, he 
can spare breath for a typically Ovidian conceit : 

Three times they breath’d, and three times did they drink, 

Upon agreement, of swift Severn’s flood ; 

Who then, affrighted with their bloody looks, 

Ran fearfully among the trembling reeds 

And hid his crisp head in the hollow bank. 

The conceit has no dramatic relevance, and such fanciful by- 
play is out of character for Hotspur. But it was Ovidian, and 
that was enough. And when, in maturer years, Shakespeare 
ceased to feel the attraction of this merely fanciful side of 
Ovid, his work continues to show how deeply felt is his 
affinity with this poet of melting, changing, flowing, other- 
seeming. 

It coiid not be otherwise. Shakespeare’s work is one vast 
metamorphosis. In every story he tells, people put on dis- 
guise, alter themselves, pretend to be what they are not. 
Sometimes it is a matter of deliberate guile. At other times it 
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is seif-deception. Edgar in Lear dresses m rustic clothes and 
feigns insanity 5 while remaining perfectly rational. Malvo- 
iioj on the other hand, dresses in clothes inappropriate to his 
position, and is then treated as mad by the other characters 
and locked in a cell. Characters exchange clothes and are 
taken for one another. Falstaff and Hal put on a burlesque 
in which each in turn speaks with the assumed voice of out- 
raged royalty, and Hal rejects Falstaff m play before he does 
so in earnest. Masquerade, disguise, confusion are every- 
where. Every comedy is a comedy of errors. And every trag- 
edy is a tragedy of errors. Mistake, misassessment, illusion, 
start the action going in every case. lago deceives Othello, 
but Othello has already made himself vulnerable to decep- 
tion by deserting his own world of free heroic action and 
wandering into the intrigue-world of supersubtie Venice. He 
is the outsider, his outside-ness dramatized by the colour of 
his skin, who must believe anything he is told because he has 
no materials for judgement. Lear, who ‘hath ever but slen- 
derly known himself’, is self-deceived ; Hamlet wanders con- 
fused in a world of mirrors; Antony is hypnotized by sensual 
passion. Macbeth profits by the fact sadly acknowledged by 
Duncan, that ‘There’s no art To find the mind’s construc- 
tion in the face’ : but Macbeth is just as deceived by the faces 
he trusts in as Duncan is. In the last plays, this confusion is 
represented in a more purely symbolic and visual way: a 
shipwreck drives voyagers to the island where they must face 
the truth about themselves: the statue of the dead queen 
comes to life. Art’s gift to Nature. 

It is this that links Shakespeare with the folk-imagination. 
The witches and enchanters, dwarfs and giants, Aladdin’s 
lamp and Cinderella’s coach of folk-tale are a reflection of the 
universal human sense that things mysteriously change, that 
no two people see the same things, that the world is slipping 
and sliding. What the ungraspable nature of reality begins, 
human self-deception and error can be trusted to finish. 
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® Realistic’ literature has a shorty flickering and uncertain 
historyj appearing here and there (usually in big-city condi- 
tions) and then disappearing for centuries. Our own age is 
usually taken to be an age of realism, but this is merely a 
journalistic blunder. Actually it is an Ovidian or Shake- 
spearean age. 

Since Shakespeare^s work deals so largely with transforma- 
tion and the altering of perspectives, it is natural that the 
plays should proceed by means of riddles, masquerades, plays 
within plays, mistaken identities, the melting shapes of sym- 
bol and emblem. It is natural, too, that the result should 
come across to us with the authority and impersonality of 
myth. When we examine the great myths of mankind, from 
ancient Egypt to the heroes of Asgard, from classical Greek 
to Red Indian, we cannot fail to be struck by their anony- 
mous quality. It is impossible to imagine anyone inventing 
them. They seem simply to exist in their own right, unalter- 
ably and immemorially there^ like mountains. And very 
much the same thing is true of Shakespeare, Though a com- 
mon identity runs through his work, there is no Shakespear- 
ean ‘style’ as there is Miltonic or Dantesque ‘style’. Shake- 
speare cannot be imitated ; he has no habits or trade-marks. 
The idiosyncrasies in his work seem natural accidents, like 
the knots in an oaken beam. No less than humanity’s great 
myths, these works seem too large and too inevitable to have 
been put together by conscious artistry and contrivance. 
After about 1600, Shakespeare’s work strikes one less and 
less as the ‘original’ work of one individual imagination, 
copyrighted and hallmarked - though we know in fact that 
it is so. Increasingly, as we get into his work, it seems to us 
that we are listening, not to the words of one man, but to 
things that come direct from the imagination of mankind 
itself. 
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THE SWORD AND THE CROWN 


Any methodical reading of Shakespeare will start with the 
English historical plays. There are nine of these^ and they 
not only dominate the poet’s achievement in the first phase of 
his career, before 1600, but they already state his major 
themes and demonstrate his major powers. Shakespeare is 
from first to last an intensely political writer. He knows that 
the happiness of the common man is very much bound up 
with the question of who has power at the top. ‘How shall 
men govern themselves ? ’ is no academic question to him. 
When he draws a society, he takes care to show in surpris- 
ingly full detail how that society is governed. People in auth- 
ority interest him, from the fighting general to the heredi- 
tary monarch, from the rural constable to the Lord Chief 
Justice. 

An artist does not change ; he develops. Shakespeare did 
not pass from one preoccupation to another like a car driving 
along a road. He grew outwardly, like a tree adding rings of 
new wood. The English historical plays deal vrith the reali- 
ties of power and authority. Their analyses of individual 
character, their incidental observation of life, their humour, 
their pathos, their tragedy, are all contained within this 
framework. Later, in plays like Hamlet and Macbeth^ con- 
tent and framework are more subtly mingled. The struggle 
of an individual soul to free itself from a mesh of evil and 
misfortune is more in the foreground, and the question of 
political power more in the background. But it is a back- 
ground that can never be ignored. None of the mature trag- 
edies, none even of the golden comedies, can be understood 
without reference to Shakespeare’s constant probing into the 
questions of power and authority. 
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The bent o£ Shakespeare’s mind was not only political but 
strongly empirical and historical. He did not make the mis- 
take of trying to see pohtical problems in the abstract. He 
knew that they arose to confront men in particular places at 
particular times. The question was not only, ‘Who shall have 
power?’ but ‘Who shall have power over Englishmen? 
Over Romans ? Over Greeks ? ’ Whether he turned to a pre- 
historic, Stonehenge Britain, as in King Lear^ or to a modern 
Italian city-state, as in Othello; whether he imagined his 
characters in the world of Homer, on the imaginary island of 
Prospero, or in the Rome of Julius Caesar, he knew that men 
lived rooted in place and time. If he began with an explora- 
tion of the nature of power and politics in an English setting, 
that was natural for an Englishman, particularly one living 
in an age of intense national self-consciousness. 

The English scene, viewed from an Ehzabethan stand- 
point, was dominated by one urgent need : the need for poli- 
tical stability, guaranteed by an undisputed monarchy. All 
these nine plays concern themselves with kingship. The 
burning question is whether the man who occupies the 
throne can hold the loyalty and obedience of the realm. If he 
can, the reward is stability at home and foreign conquest 
abroad. In an age of unquestioned nationalism, the one is 
seen as following automatically on the other. When England 
has a weak king, such as Kang John, the French send an 
army and conquer some of our territory. When England 
has a strong king, such as Henry V, we send an army and 
conquer some of their territory. Military aggrandisement is 
an automatic index of the success of a reign. These beliefs, 
however, were not held in a simple form by a mind as com- 
prehensive as Shakespeare’s. In politics, as in most things, 
people have their official beliefs, to which they give outward 
and visible assent, and also their underlying personal doubts 
and qualifications. At times of stress they rally to their official 
beliefs for the sake of showing a united front; only when no 
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immediate danger threatens^ and when they are surrounded 
by trusted companions, do they voice their doubts and hesi- 
tations. On paper, no Communist is anything but loyal to 
Moscow or Peking, no democrat doubts the value of the par- 
liamentary system, no Catholic questions the Vatican. Griev- 
ances are aired in private. 

Shakespeare’s official belief, in respect of English politics, 
was in the theory of Divine Right of Kings. This theory held 
that, since Church and State were bound up together, and 
the coronation service was a sacrament, an anointed king 
could not be resisted except at the price of mortal sin. In part 
this idea descended from the Middle Ages, when the feudal 
system drew its ultimate sanction from the notion of a des- 
cending scale of authority, starting with God and ending 
with the lowest forms of life. This would mean that die king 
naturally drew authority from above and transmitted it to 
his lieutenants below, so that to challenge the king was to 
challenge the divinely ordained system of created life. But it 
had also been given a violent boost by the Tudor dynasty, 
who raised it to the status of an effective historical myth. 

To the modern eye, the theory of Divine Right looks 
merely silly and pretentious. If the sixteenth-century Eng- 
lishman could be taken in by this kind of propaganda, we 
tend to think, he deserved all he got at the hands of his rulers. 
It is only when we pause to get the matter in its historical 
context that we see the underlying practicality. In an Eng- 
land still largely medieval, physical power could not be con- 
centrated at the centre. Warfare depended largely on the 
ability to wear down heavily fortified points of resistance, one 
after another. Communications were slow, and no one ever 
knew with any certainty how things were developing in re- 
mote parts of the country. Success depended on the support 
of individual noblemen, each of whom could put his per- 
sonal army in the field in the confidence that its primary loy- 
alty was to him and to whatever cause he chose to follow. 
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Granted this situationj it is difficult to see how a country 
could be unified without the doctrine of Divine Right, or 
something very like it. When power is m the hands of a num- 
ber of heavily armed feudal overlords, one of whom has the 
tide of King, some very powerful sanction is needed to unite 
the others in subservience to him : a mere gentieman’s agree- 
ment will not do. To call in the church to bless the crown, to 
warn that rebellion displeases God as well as man, seems 
only common sense, even if we divorce the idea from its 
metaphysical background. 

Shakespeare’s working life occupies the relatively short 
and tense period between two rebellions against the Crown. 
In 1570, when he was six, a big revolt broke out in the north 
of England. The Catholic houses of Neville and Percy rose, 
the Bible and Prayer Book were torn to pieces in Durham 
Cathedral and Mass was said once more before its altar. 
Shakespeare would have seen the troops marching north to 
stamp out this forest fire. And since John Shakespeare was an 
alderman, and aldermen had the responsibility for muster- 
ing the militia, he would have seen his own father hurrying 
to and fro, jumping up from meals, and disrupting the life 
of the household in the course of his urgent duties. For 
months, the talk of his elders must have been of rebels, 
armies, bloodshed and the threat to stability. The danger 
was averted, and did not arise again in his lifetime. But 
barely thirty years after his death, England was again torn by 
civil war, and this time the anointed head was brought to the 
block. Evidently, Shakespeare’s English history plays were 
inspired by no mere fanciful or antiquarian interest in the 
problem of kingship. 


2 

There can be no doubt, then, that Shakespeare ‘believed in® 
the Divine Right of Kings at least to the extent that a modern 
lawyer ‘believes in’ the system of law he helps to operate, I 
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myself would go further and say that Shakespeare gave the 
idea a considerable emotional and imaginative allegiance. 
The horror with which he views, and causes us to view, the 
crime of Macbeth is not only horror at the murder, for gain, 
of a kindly old gentleman. Nor does he mean us to absorb 
from King Lear only the lesson that girls ought to be kind to 
their fathers. Kingsiup was sacred m his mind, even though 
human selfishness and cruelty were continually casting shad- 
ows on that sacredness. (This attitude has died out among 
sophisticated people in modern England, but it has contin- 
ued to flourish among the populace : so there is no excuse for 
our not understanding it, when it is there for us to study at 
any time.) 

Shakespeare’s official belief, then, was in Divine Right. 
But here we run into our first complexity. No one has 
affirmed the doctrine in more vigorous terms than Shake- 
speare. But equally, no one has scorched it with a fiercer 
irony. His work is full of unforgettable statements of the be- 
lief in the divinity of kingship. But these statements tend to 
be made by men who have no right, in the sight of God or 
man, to be making them. Thus, Claudius faces Laertes’s 
excited violence with a calm 

Let him go, Gertrude ; do not fear our person : 

There’s such divinity doth hedge a king 
That treason can but peep to what it would, 

Acts little of his will. 

And yet Claudius is a murderer and usurper, who started the 
whole chain of evil which will finaliy cost both Hamlet and 
himself their lives. Similarly, the doomed Richard II, in one 
of his fits of manic self-congratulatory optimism, says^ 

For every man that Bolingbroke hath press’d 
To lift shrewd steel against our golden crown, 

God for his Richard hath in heavenly pay 
A glorious angel. Then, if angels fight, 

Weak men must fall ; for heaven still guards the right. 
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Yet it is obvious to everyone in the audience that Richard has 
no chance at all against the determined Bolingbrokcy and 
indeed does not deserve to rule England. At such ames, one 
comes very close to the suspicion that the theory of Divine 
Right is being ridiculed. But I believe ‘ridicule ’ is the wrong 
word here. The tone is more like that of the blasphemies of 
Baudelaire or Joyce. Once a believer, always a believer. 
Shakespeare holds that a king ought to be divinely guided 
and sanctioned, and also knows perfecdy well that he is liv- 
ing in a world where kings commit the same cruelties and 
stupidities, contain within themselves the seeds of the same 
failures and tragedies, as other men. At once what begins as 
a political theory shifts to the profoundly more interesting 
level of art. That is, of human life itself. 

Shakespeare wrote two four-part series of historical plays, 
with an extra one, King John, thrown in. The first series 
comprises the three parts of Henry VI and Richard III : the 
second, Richard //, the two parts of Henry IV, and Henry F. 
Of these two tetralogies, the first is prentice work, doubtless 
in part not by Shakespeare but merely worked over and re- 
stitched by him : the second brings him before us as a mature 
poet and dramatist. But from the point of view of content, 
they are not dissimilar. In both, the theory of Divine Right 
is emphatically stated. In both, it comes in for some fierce 
and subde questioning. 

The content of both tetralogies can be stated shordy, if 
crudely. The King is the Lord’s anointed, and ought to pre- 
vail. But if he is a weak king, like Henry VI, he will not pre- 
vail. His power will be wrested from him, probably by a 
thug like Richard III. If that happens, the thug will have 
himself crowned and will then proclaim that God fights on 
his side. But it is the duty of all men to ignore this claim and 
sweep him from the throne. 

The same content is worked over more subtiy in the sec- 
ond series. Richard II, like Henry VI, is a weak king who 
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cannot hold power. So we see it knocked from his grasp. But 
Henry IV, the usurper, is not a brute like Richard III. He is 
a sober and responsible, if unlikeable, man. As a king of 
England, he is preferable to Richard. Though harassed by 
continual rebellion, he manages to hold the country in one 
piece. His hopes are centred on his elder son, who grieves 
him by being irresponsible and pleasure-loving. Only when 
his life IS coming to an end, and the moment of accession 
comes near, does the prince show his kingly qualities, first on 
the battlefield and then in court and council. He rejects his 
dissolute companions, notably Sir John FalstafI, and becomes 
the warrior-king for whom England has waited. The final 
play of the senes, Henry F, is a patriotic trumpet-call which 
does for English literature what Virgil’s Aeneid did for 
Roman, or The Lusiads of Camoens for Portuguese. In 
Henry V’s prayer before the batde of Agincourt, the stain is 
wiped from his family. 

Not today, O Lord, 

O, not today, think not upon the fault 
My father made in compassing the crown ! 

I Richard’s body have interred new, 

And on it have bestow’d more contrite tears 
Than from it issued forced drops of blood ; 

Five hundred poor have I in yearly pay, 

Who twice a day their withered hands hold up 
Towards heaven, to pardon blood ; and I have built 
Two chantries, where the sad and solemn priests 
Sing still for Richard’s soul. More will I do ; 

Though ail that I can do is nothing worth, 

Since that my penitence comes after all, 

Imploring pardon. 

And so, with genuine contrition, plus a strong right arm 
and a sharp sword to win valuable territories in France, plus 
a handsome profile to capture the heart of the French prin- 
cess and make a love-match to rivet the peace treaty, the story 
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is wound up and the lovers can ride off into the sunset* But 
not until some strong and bitter truths have been digested. 
Not until it has been made very clear that the king who will 
pull England’s scattered feelings together, in an age of 
ferocity and danger, must be a good deal more than just a 
decent chap. And, in some ways, a good deal less. 

3 

The first tetralogy - the three parts of Henry VI plus Richard 
111 - does not hold together in such close unity as the second. 
Not only is there the uncertainty as to authorship (very few 
scholars having decided that Shakespeare was solely respon- 
sible for the Henry VI plays) but there is also the matter of 
the poet’s very rapid development during these years. His 
genius is growing so fast that there are times when it seems 
to make a jump forward within the course of a single play. 
(The last act of Lovers Labour s Lost, for instance, seems 
more mature than the first act.) From the point of view of 
their importance as dramatic art, the kindest thing we can 
say about the three parts of Henry VI is that they form a 
long, unsteady spring-board from which Shakespeare’s gen- 
ius was able to leap into the superb acrobatics of Richard III, 
Their interest as showing the workings of Shakespeare’s 
mind on politics and power is of course much greater. Sev- 
eral things stand out from the confused and rambling action. 
The first is the utter remorselessness of the world they por- 
tray. These proud and mighty noblemen rampage over the 
stage, butchering one another and carrying armies of lesser 
men to the slaughter with them. Nobody ever mentions the 
wdll of the people ; there is no democracy, and if a humble 
man starts up and demands a share in government he is 
shown as a dangerous fanatic like Jack Cade, When, as 
happens throughout, various lords are disputing as to who 
shall wear the crown, the only qualification they ever bring 
forward is that of pedigree. So-and-so is descended from 
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Such-and-such, who was murdered by the ancestors of Some- 
body-or-other. His title can be traced in the stud-book^ and 
therefore he must be crowned forthwith. As for the mild and 
conciliatory Henry, he is simply a piece of meat thrown to 
the wolves. In the end, the crown is snatched, by the methods 
of pure gangsterism, by Richard, Duke of Gloucester, a man 
who freely admits (in soliloquy) that he has no tide to the 
throne except the power-urge which is a natural consequence 
of his deformity. 

These characters recognize no motives except the grab for 
power and the gratification of lust and revenge. Senseless per- 
sonal feuds, like that between Cardinal Beaufort and Hum- 
phry of Gloucester, can flare up like straw, and the result is 
to set armies at each other’s throats. On the surface, since all 
these characters concur in recognizing the principle of Div- 
ine Right, the plays speak of the sacredness of kingship. But 
since tiiey can never settie whose title to the throne is the 
genuine one, and are at all times ready to provoke a blood- 
bath in support of one claim or another, the general impres- 
sion is one of anarchy. What was the effect of these thxtt 
plays on the minds of their original audience ? Did the ordi- 
nary Londoner go away with his belief in the hierarchy 
strengthened ? Was he, after witnessing this unrelieved pag- 
eant of mayhem, more deeply convinced than ever of his 
duty to obey those whom God had set above him? Or did a 
suspicion creep in, now and again, that power and ruthless- 
ness were the whole of the law ? 

There is a good deal of confusion in the air here. Shake- 
speare has not yet stabilized the emotions which drive the 
action. On the surface, he is writing about England’s glory 
and majesty, and how the sacredness of the crown will 
eventually shine out through all the blood that is splashed on 
it by the daggers of ambition. He leaves us in no doubt that 
he believes in a feudal hierarchy of power, in which the 
king’s authority is transmutted through a broadening series 


44 



THE SWORD AND THE CROWN 

o£ stages from the aristocracy to the village justice. Yet there 
are moments when a disconcerting scepticism looks out at 
us. 

The character of Joan of Arc furnishes an important ex- 
ample. Joan IS a witch. She derives her power from the forces 
of hell. This power, in the early stages, is used to humble the 
Enghsh army, and consequently Shakespeare’s attitude to 
her “ on the surface - is one of simple enmity. But she is also 
a peasant girl, with a sharp tongue and a simple, direct atti- 
tude towards the overblown nobility with whom she has to 
cooperate. The result is a tug of war which Shakespeare fails 
to arbitrate. We have to accept that Joan is evil : the alliance 
of political misrule with witchcraft looks forward to Macbeth 
and no doubt comes very much from the centre of Shake- 
speare’s interests. But whenever she appears on the stage, we 
lean forward eagerly, anticipating a few minutes’ relief from 
the surrounding boredom and barbarism. She has not only 
the mystagogue’s scorn for the dreary routines of practical 
men, but also the peasant’s dislike of fancy talk and high- 
flown titles. That she should turn this scorn on the English 
nobility is of course very regrettable. But we do not regret it. 
Our lungs need a sudden flow of fresh air, and perhaps 
Shakespeare was conscious of a similar need. At all events, 
when we reach the scene (Part i, Act IV, Scene vii) when 
Sir William Lucy comes to the French camp after a battle, 
to inquire about English losses and prisoners, Joan’s savage 
banter seems curiously sympathetic. 

LUCY : But where’s the great Alcides of the field, 

Valiant Lord Talbot, Earl of Shrewsbury, 

Created for his rare success in arms 

Great Earl of Washford, Waterford, and Valence, 

Lord Talbot of Goodrig and Urchinfleld, 

Lord Strange of Blackmere, Lord Verdun of Alton, 

Lord Cromwell of Wingfield, Lord Furnival of Sheffield, 

The thrice-victorious Lord of Falconbridge, 
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Knight of the Noble Order of St George, 

Worthy St Michael, and the Golden Fleece, 

Great Marshal to Henry the Sixth 
.Of ail his wars withm the realm of France ? 

JOAN : Here’s a silly-stately style indeed 1 
The Turk, that two-and-fi£ty kingdoms hath, 

Writes not so tedious a style as this. 

Him that thou magnifi’st with all these titles, 

Stinking and fly-blown lies here at our feet„ 

I do not think it is merely a twentieth-century irreverence 
in me that makes Lucy’s speech, with its enumeration of 
titles, sound absurd. Shakespeare elsewhere tosses these titles 
about freely enough, without giving rise to such misgivings. 
It is hard to resist the impression that he has succumbed here 
to a temptation which, though momentary, is very reveal- 
ing; that he is deliberately laying the good Lucy open to 
Joan’s mockery. Talbot’s simple heroism, which is certainly 
presented non-ironically, is disfigured rather than adorned 
by these trappings. ‘Honour is a mere scutcheon’. A shaft 
of hard, mistrustful daylight has shone for a moment on the 
scarlet-and-gold of the action. 

Joan of Arc disappears, in the direction of the stake and 
the faggots, before the end of Part i. Shakespeare no doubt 
felt embarrassed in the presence of a character about whom 
he could not clarify his own feelings. (This was not the last 
time he would feel such embarrassment.) In any case, he 
could hardly hope to succeed, at this stage, with a complex 
character. His art was not yet ready for psychological real- 
ism, and to make Joan three-dimensional would have called 
for psychological realism in plenty. In these three plays, 
Shakespeare is still very close to the popular chronicle plays 
of an earlier day. The mode of these plays is the heraldic. 
Their characters have the stiff unreality, but also the vivid- 
ness, of heraldic animals. And they speak in a verse which, 
in its chiming non-realism, is the perfeedy appropriate Ian- 
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guage for such figures. The effect is that o£ a tapestry o£ stiff 
brocade. The characters are two-dimensional and immov- 
able, but once we have accepted this we can £eel them as 
vivid presences. 

The quickest way to grasp what I mean by calling these 
plays ‘heraldic* is to open Henry VI ^ Part 3, and read one 
short scene^ Act Scene v. This scene is a self-contained 
inset in the main action. A battle is in progress, and King 
Henry, who has no taste for bloodshed, enters and tells the 
audience that the two strong characters, his wife and Lord 
Clifford, have told him to keep out of the way. He sits down 
on a molehill, in token of his lowliness of spirit, and talks 
yearningly of the peace and happiness of an unnoticed life. 

O God 1 methmks it were a happy life 
To be no better than a homely swam; 

To sit upon a hill, as I do now, 

To carve out dials quaintly, point by point, 

Thereby to see the minutes how they run - 
How many make the hour full complete, 

How many hours bring about the day. 

How many days will finish up the year, 

How many years a mortal man may live. 

When this is known, then to divide the times - 
So many hours must I tend my flock ; 

So many hours must I take my rest ; 

So many hours must I contemplate ; 

So many hours must I sport myself ; 

So many days my e\v es have been with young ; 

So many weeks ere the poor fools will ean ; 

So many years ere I shall shear the fleece : 

So minutes, hours, days, months, and years, 

^ Pass’d over to the end they were created, 

Would bring white hairs unto a quiet grave. 

After a little more of this, ‘Alarum, Enter a Son that hath 
killed his Father, with the dead body’. Happily setting down 
the corpse, the young man proceeds to rifle purse and pocket, 
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till brought up short by the discovery of its identity. He 1am- 
entSj in the same chiming verse^ the bitter chance of war that 
has led him to slay his father, and the watching king is ready 
with the comment, 

O piteous spectacle ! O bloody times ! 

Whiles lions war and battle for their dens, 

Poor harmless lambs abide their enmity. 

Next, ‘Enter a Father that hath killed his Son, with the body 
in his armsh We go through the same performance again, 
leading to the same chirmng lamentation. Finally, the three 
characters, each alone on his part of the stage, speak a kind of 
antiphon. 

SON : How will my mother for a father’s death 
Take on with me and ne’er be satisfied ! 

FATHER : How will my wife for slaughter of my son 
Shed seas of tears and ne’er be satisfied ! 
kinghenry: How will the country for these woeful chances 
Misthink the king, and not be satisfied ! 

SON : Was ever son so rued a father’s death? 

F ATHE R : Was ever father so bemoan’d his son ? 
KiNGHENRY:Was cvei king so griev’d for subj ects’ woe ? 

In view of what Shakespeare was to give us later, we are 
tempted to dismiss this kmd of writing as amusingly inade- 
quate to catch the emotions that are being spilt out. But it has 
its own validity and strength. These figures are not real 
people : they are heraldic emblems. They have the reality- 
within-unreality of early Staffordshire pottery figures. They 
could not be mistaken for living beings, yet a certain kind of 
life pulses in them. And in the hard, bright surface of the 
burnished verse they speak, we find an ideal marriage of 
words to content. This is only one rung on Shakespeare’s 
rapid climb upward, but it is not to be despised. 

Had Shakespeare stayed there, of course^ he would have 
remained a minor dramatist among a crowd of minor dram- 
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atistSj overshadowed by the bigger writers and above a!l by 
Marlowe. That he was very much aware^ at this time, of the 
need to measure himself against the bulky presence of Mar- 
lowe we can see from the concluding play of this tetralogy, 
Richard IIL Here, the heraldic colours and chiming verse of 
the earlier plays are left far behind m a sudden burst of new 
power. Psychological realism has still not fully arrived; 
Shakespeare knows how to make his people react credibly, 
but he is not interested, as he will be in a few years’ time, in 
the intricacies of character. He is still painting in broad 
strokes and primary colours. But now he is painting like a 
master. 

The plot of Richard III is simple and predictable. The 
villainous Richard has seized the throne, with the aid of his 
accomplice Buckingham, and all the play has to do is to show 
us his cruelty, his treacherous murder of every rival includ- 
ing his own creature Buckingham, and finally the great 
heave by which a suffering England casts him forth in fav- 
our of a just king with a fair title to the crown. The plot, in 
short, has the broad simplicity of outlme which we find in 
Marlowe’s Dr Faustus or Tamburlaine. Using exactly the 
same equipment as Marlowe, Shakespeare will proceed to 
outgo him and establish the fact that a new master rules the 
English stage. This annihilation of Marlowe was a necessary 
step for Shakespeare. We can see the same kind of thing 
in the career of many an artist, for genius has its press- 
ing psychological necessities and one of those necessities is to 
breathe freely. Richard 111 is not a parody of Marlowe, but it 
has something of the force of a parody. It is an exercise in the 
style of another man, undertaken out of a need to struggle 
free of an influence by riding it to death. One thinks of the 
sudden fury with which Hemingway, in the first flush of 
his strength, turned and tended Sherwood Anderson in The 
Torrents of Spring* 

Marlowe had specialized in the Renaissance megalomaniac. 
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In the person of hump-backed Richard^ Shakespeare carried 
this type to new heights. Richard is no mere ranter like 
Tamburlaine. He is clear-sighted as well as murderous. He 
knows, for instance, the value of propaganda. After he and 
Buckingham have disposed of their opponent Hasangs, he 
summons the Lord Mayor of London. When the mayor 
arrives, the pair are full of regrets that the execution was car- 
ried out a little prematurely. 

BUCKINGHAM - Yet had we not determin’d he should die 
Until your lordship came to see his end - 
Which now the loving haste of these our friends, 

Something against our meanings, have prevented ~ 

Because, my lord, I would have had you heard 
The traitor speak, and timorously confess 
The manner and the purpose of his treasons ; 

That you might well have signified the same 
Unto the citizens, who haply may 
Misconster us in him and wail his death. 

MAYOR : But, my good lord, your Grace’s word shall serve 
As well as I had seen and heard him speak ; 

And do not doubt, right noble Princes both, 

But rU acquaint your duteous citizens 
With all your just proceedings in this cause. 

GLOUCESTER: And to that end we wish’d your lordship here, 

T’ avoid the censures of the carping world. 

Stalin used much the same technique more than once. As a 
tyrant, this Richard has solid credibility. Further, his mind 
has depths into which we are occasionally allowed a glimpse. 
Just as his cruelty and megalomania spring from his resent- 
ment at the mean trick played on him by Nature, so these 
same forces push him into a greater and greater loneliness. 
In this respect, Richard is a preliminary study for the far 
subtler figure of Macbeth. And not Macbeth only, since all 
Shakespeare’s evildoers find themselves shut out from the 
human circle of love and fellowship. Richard’s agonized 
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soliloquy in Act Vj Scene after the visitation of the 
ghostSj is Shakespeare’s first mature statement of this great 
theme. It is as far above Marlowe as Marlowe was above his 
own predecessors. 

Give me another horse. Bind up my woundso 
Have mercy, Jesu ^ Soft ! I did but dream. 

0 coward conscience, how dost thou afflict me 1 
The lights burn blue. It is now dead midnight. 

Cold fearful drops stand on my trembling flesh. 

What do I fear ? Myself ^ There’s none else by, 

Richard loves Richard ; that is, I am I. 

Is there a murderer here ? No - yes, I am. 

Then fly. What, from myself ? Great reason why - 
Lest I revenge. What, myself upon myself ! 

Alack, I love myself. Wherefore ? For any good 
That I myself have done unto myself ? 

O, no 1 Alas, I rather hate myself 
For hateful deeds committed by myself I 

1 am a villain ; yet I lie, I am not. 

Fool, of thyself speak well. Fool, do not flatter. 

My conscience hath a thousand several tongues, 

And every tongue brings in a several tale, 

And every tale condemns me for a villain. 

Perjury, perjury, m the high’st degree; 

Murder, stern murder, in the dir’st degree; 

All several sms, all us’d m each degree, 

Throng to the liar, crying all ‘ Guilty ! guilty ! ’ 

I shall despair. There is no creature loves me ; 

And if I die no soul will pity me : ^ 

And wherefore should they, since that I myself 
Find in myself no pity to myself.? 

The stuttering repetition of the word ‘self’ in this speech 
brings before us a mind trapped in its own egotism, which 
effectively bars every way out to a larger and saner atmos- 
phere. The closed circle of ‘Richard loves Richard ; that is, I 
am r is the ultimate imprisonment. It foreshadows the 
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silence of lago before his accusers, or Macbeth’s comparison 
of himself with a bear tied to a stake. The man who has 
turned against humanity is left finally in the freezing dark- 
ness of his solitude. 

The whole of this Act V is brilliantly managed, and is 
worth the close attention of anyone wishing to understand 
the potentialities of the Elizabethan stage. The two armies, 
one under Richard and the other under the liberator, Rich- 
mond, are both encamped on Bosworth field, and both 
camps are represented onstage. Richard retires into his tent 
to sleep ; then our attention is directed to Richmond, as he 
invokes God’s help for his mission, and lies down to sleep in 
his turn. A procession of ghosts enters, and each one crosses 
the stage from Richard’s tent to Richmond’s, with a curse 
for the one and a blessing for the other. This cinematic free- 
dom of effect was very difficult to obtain on the stage once it 
had developed the accoutrements of ‘realism’. Hence the 
nineteenth-century distrust of Shakespeare’s stagecraft. 
Played simply on an open stage, the scene is magnificently 
flexible and alive. The firm simplicity of Richmond’s prayer 
bounds it on one side; the thick frenzy of Richard’s solilo- 
quy on the other. 

At the end of this play, the houses of York and Lancaster 
are united in the Tudor dynasty. Shakespeare has carried his 
first tetralogy through to a point of repose. England has 
shaken free of the turmoil caused by a disputed throne and 
a warring nobility. And the political message has been 
thoroughly driven home. Bad men can seize power, even if 
that power is protected by a sacrament. The throne is the 
essential instrument of authority and peace. But the throne 
is an empty symbol unless it is occupied by a man with all 
the power of Richard and yet with the uprightness and fore- 
bearance that will keep his subjects content. It begins to 
look as if the business of being a king is more complicated 
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than we thought. It does not begin and end with getting one- 
self born in the right bedchamber. 


By the time he had written the first tetralogy ~ plus the out- 
of-series makeweight, Ktng John - Shakespeare had stated 
with great clarity and force his basic conviction about die 
monarchy : that Divine Right, however desirable as a prin- 
ciple, would not do the work by itself ; that even anointed 
kings must govern, or out they would go. In the second 
tetralogy he stated this view over again. But this time he 
approached the question as an artist. The simple heraldic 
comings and goings of the earlier plays are replaced by a 
truly human complexity. Where Henry VI was merely weak 
and amiable, Richard II is weak in a complicated, unpre- 
dictable, but entirely credible way. Where Richard III is a 
standard Renaissance megalomaniac, Henry V has the same 
urge to power, but controls it under a cold statesmanship. 
Where the earlier plays have virtually no sub-plot, the later 
ones have a richly imagined second action, presided over 
by FalstafI, which mirrors and qualifies the principal action 
at every turn. 

From the opening scenes of Rickard 11 we see this new 
richness at work. This, the opening play of the series, must 
have been peculiarly difficult to write. It could so easily have 
gone wrong, and if it had, the whole tetralogy would have 
been misshapen. Shakespeare had the delicate task of first 
showing a king who was manifestly unfit to govern, then 
showing him deposed by a man with more kingly qualities, 
and finally leaving us in a mood of elegiac sadness that such 
things must be. One ounce too much weight on either side, 
and the effect is ruined. If Richard is shown as merely con- 
temptible, Bolingbroke’s successful revolt carries no stain of 
evil. If he shines too brightly in his martyrdom - and the 
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dispossessed king is a powerful symbol, for deep down eveiy 
man thinks of himself as a dispossessed king - then again 
the play has failed to make its essential point and the whole 
tetralogy is foredoomed. 

Confronted with this task, Shakespeare put forth his full 
strength, and the result is there for us to see and marvel at. 
Not a foot is put wrong. No matter how minutely we study 
the play we cannot fault it. Richard is a subtle and appealing 
figure, capable of magnificence and courage, but not of self- 
disciplme or consistency. Histrionic to the marrow, he is at 
all times absorbed in his own performance in whatever role 
he happens to be playing. His sensibility is exquisite, but it is 
entirely self-regarding. There is no trace of love, or pity, or 
admiration, for anyone else. For himself be has all three in 
large measure. His egotism, except that it is allied to nar- 
cissism instead of cruelty, matches that of Richard Crook- 
back. His patriotism, the first requisite of a king, is to him 
a form of self-indulgence. It surges up when the setting hap- 
pens to be right. Thus, on landing from Ireland and finding 
himself in an England already menaced by rebellion, he 
kneels and in an access of perfectly genuine emotion lays 
his hand in blessing on the sacred soil of his country. This 
emotion, like ail his others, is an affair of the surface. Yet it 
can communicate itself to other people ; and, like all fascin- 
ating self-absorbed performers, Richard has no lack of friends 
and lovers. Indeed, by the end of the play we, the audience, 
have joined their number. The exquisitely cadenced laments 
with which he greets each new calamity, the poignant imag- 
ery and compelling rhythms which mark everything he says, 
work on our minds and put us under exactly the same spell 
as those characters in the play who give him their love and 
loyalty. By the last act, when Richard’s erstwhile groom 
creeps fearfully in to see him in his dungeon, and haltingly 
expresses his grief at having to witness his master’s down- 
fall, we are ready to see the king’s death in terms of pure 
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pathos. And in a short concluding scene^ Shakespeare turns 
the action unhesitatingly in the direction it is to follow for 
three more plays, like a masterful rider pulling round a 
horse's head. Exton, the rough opportunist who took it upon 
himself to kill Richard as a passport to the new king’s fav- 
our, brings in his coffined remains and stands back cheer- 
fully awaiting congratulation and reward. Instead, in a 
characteristically short, blunt statement, Bolingbroke sets 
the tone of what is to come. 

Exton, I thank thee not ; for thou hast wrought 
A deed of slander with thy fatal hand 
Upon my head and all this famous land. 

EXTON : From your own mouth, my lord, did I this deed. 
bolingbroke: They love not poison that do poison need, 

Nor do I thee. Though I did wish him dead, 

I hate the murderer, love him murdered. 

The guilt of conscience take thou for thy labour. 

But neither my good word nor princely favour ; 

With Cain go wander thorough shades of night. 

A few sentences earlier, Bolingbroke has also banished the 
Bishop of Carlisle, who with reckless courage had de- 
nounced his usurpation. Mindful of the importance of keep- 
ing our respect for Bolingbroke, Shakespeare makes this 
banishment a grave and dignified act of amnesty (‘as thou 
liv’st in peace, die free from strife’), but the symbolic and 
structural importance of the double banishment can hardly 
be lost on any audience. For Richard, at the beginning of the 
play, also banished two men ; and to look back at the scene 
in which this happens is the quickest way of seeing the dis- 
tance the play has travelled. Just as Bolingbroke’s banish- 
ment of Carlisle and Exton is motivated by consciousness of 
his own sin, so Richard’s banishment of the two warring 
Dukes, Norfolk and ‘Harry of Hereford’ (i.e. Bolingbroke 
himself), is motivated by his own insecurity and bad con- 
science. 
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Bolingbroke has accused Mowbray^ Duke of Norfolk^ 
among other things, of plotting the death of 'Thomas of 
Woodstock’, the Duke of Gloucester. This murder, as a 
matter of historical fact, was supervised by Mowbray at 
Calais in 1397, and King Richard was very probably impli- 
cated. The accusation, therefore, is ]ust, and Bolingbroke is 
doing his duty as a loyal subject in bringing to justice the 
murderer of the King’s uncle. But, since the King is not 
guiltless in the matter, he is also appearing in the classic role 
of the man who knows too much. Richard, acting out dif- 
ferent roles m turn, first tries to reconcile the combatants and 
make light of the whole affair; then, standing on his dignity 
as a king (‘We were not born to sue, but to command’), he 
orders them to settle it by single combat ; on the appointed 
day, they appear in the lists, and the King allows the whole 
procedure to unfold until the very moment when they begin 
to fight, then suddenly halts them and announces his de- 
cision to banish them both, Bolingbroke for ten years, Nor- 
folk for ever. On the intercession of Bolingbroke’s father, 
John of Gaunt, he arbitrarily shortens his sentence to six 
years, but Norfolk remains banished for life. The whole 
vacillating performance^ carried out with superb assurance 
at any given moment but with no consistency of purpose, 
starts the play with a clear demonstration of Richard’s unfit- 
ness to govern and the contrasting firmness and uprightness 
of Bolingbroke. Particularly since Shakespeare could count 
on a knowledge, among the more informed of the audience, 
of Richard’s involvement in the crime. Yet by the play’s end, 
Richard is a hallowed corpse and Bolingbroke an uneasy 
king. A sin has been committed, albeit a sin from which in 
the end a healing power can be distilled. A long expiation 
must be acted out, and a second generation must fight the 
battles, and face the issues, over again. Immediately, the 
attention moves to the all-important character of Prince Hal, 
the future Henry V. 
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5 

Shakespeare, throughout his ii£e, had much to say about the 
relationship of parent and child. We have only to think of 
the intensity of Hamlet's feelings towards his dead father 
and living mother; or of the terrible symphony of King 
Lear^ scored for two suffering fathers and a total of five 
variously reacting offspring. Fathers bereft of their daugh- 
ters recur constantly throughout the plays : from Shylock, 
whose loss is permanent, to Leontes, who is reunited with 
Perdita through the generosity of a fate that goes beyond 
his deserving. The two parts of Henry IV are Shakespeare's 
first large-scale study of the father-and-son relationship. 
Since these are political plays, the relationship is seen in its 
political light : dying king to emerging prince. But the per- 
sonal feeling between the two is indicated with a very sure 
hand. 

Already, before the end of Richard Ily Prince Hal has en- 
tered the drama by hearsay. Shakespeare plants him, so that 
we shall be ready for his flowering in the later plays, with a 
short and generalized description. Bolingbroke, assembled 
with his supporters in council, asks uneasily, ‘Can no man 
tell me of my unthrifty son ? ’ Apparently no man can, ex- 
cept that he is wandering in London and is a great frequenter 
of ‘taverns' with ‘unrestrained loose companions'. 

From this, a practised playgoer of Shakespeare’s day, or 
any other day, would be able to foresee a feast of low-life ob- 
servation. What dramatist, handling so grave and lofty a 
theme, would miss such an opening for comic relief ? Ob- 
viously the prince’s tavern companions will be seen on the 
stage, and every drop of wild fun extracted from their 
rogueries. Even a dramatist with no taste for comic_ relief 
would feel obliged to bring in a little of it, since the legend 
of Prince Hal’s wildness, attested by almost every sixteenth- 
century historical writer, had passed into folklore. The audi- 
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ence would feel cheated without a few scenes of tavern life 
and a few memorable comic characters. We can fairly say^ 
in view of what they were given, that no audience was ever 
less cheated. 

However, we will bracket that discussion off for a mo- 
ment. Our concern just now is the relationship between 
Henry IV and his son. The older man is labouring under a 
curse that cannot be lifted except by the new generation. 
(This again is a Shakespearean tiieme, running right 
through the plays and finding its fullest expression in the 
final group of ‘romances’, in which the evil set in motion 
by the parents is healed and forgiven by the children.) As a 
usurper, he can never press his claim to the loyalty of his 
associates. He can only rely on their forbearance and their 
wish for a stable government ; and, when this is not suffi- 
cient - as it mevitably is not - he must be strong enough to 
crush them by force. Hence his obsessive concern with what 
he calls ‘opinion’, or what modern political parlance would 
call his ‘image’. When, faced with the threat of the rebel- 
lion of the northern earls, he musters his strength, Prince 
Hal emerges from his demi-monde and reports for duty. 
The king takes the opportunity to caution him about this 
same ‘image’, in a speech that is a masterpiece of incompre- 
hension. 

Had I so lavish of my presence been, 

So common-hackney’ d in the eyes of men, 

So stale and cheap to vulgar company, 

Opinion, that did help me to the crown, 

Had still kept loyal to possession 
And left me in reputdess banishment 
A fdlow of no mark nor likelihood. 

By being sddom seen, I could not stir 
But, like, a comet I was wond’red at ; 

That men would tell their children * This is he’ ; 

Others would say ‘Where, which is Bolingbroke? * 
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And then I stole all courtesy from heaven. 

And dress'd myself in such humility 

That I did pluck allegiance from men's hearts. 

Loud shouts and salutations from their mouths. 

Even in the presence of the crowned King. 

Thus did I keep my person fresh and new, 

My presence, like a robe pontifical, 

Ne'er seen but wond'red at. 

He is not exaggerating ; this careful grooming for the public 
was apparent in him from the beginning, and was scorn- 
fully noticed by King Richard : 

Ourself and Bushy, Bagot here, and Green 
Observ’d his courtship to the common people; 

How he did seem to dive into their hearts 
With humble and familiar courtesy ; 

What reverence he did throw away on slaves, 

Wooing poor craftsmen with the craft of smiles 
And patient underbearing of his fortune. 

As 'twere to bamsh their affects with him. 

Off goes his bonnet to an oyster-wench ; 

A brace of draymen bid God speed him well, 

And had the tribute of his 5>upple knee, 

With ‘Thanks, my countrymen, my loving friends * ; 

As were our England in reversion his, 

And he our subjects’ next degree in hope. 

Henry's fear now is that his role and Richard's will be re- 
versed by the next generation. Harry Percy, son to the rebel 
Earl of Northumberland, is the Bolingbroke of the present 
time ; people look to him as a natural leader. 

Now, by my sceptre and my soul to boot. 

He hath more worthy interest to the state 
Than thou the shadow of succession ; 

For of no right, nor colour like to right, 

He doth fill fields with harness in the realm ; 

Turns head against the lion’s armed jaws ; 
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And, being no more in debt to years than thou. 

Leads ancient lords and reverend bishops on 
To bloody battles and to bruising arms« 

All this is memorably said. But, like most fathers, Henry 
is the last person to be able to read the mind of his own son. 
In fact, the prince is as conscious of his public persona as his 
father could ever have been. He is merely going about things 
in a different way - conscious, no doubt, that to repeat a bril- 
liant performance in the same terms is inevitably to be 
undervalued by the onlookers. A new achievement demands 
a new idiom. His father, with no hereditary title to the 
throne, anxiously wooed the populace with courtesy and 
smiles ; he^ armed with that hereditary title, will affect non- 
chalance and irresponsibility, until the moment is ripe for 
a spectacular reform which will make him the focus of all 
eyes. We do not have to deduce all this. He has said so, in 
the bluntest possible terms. After the first scene m which we 
find him with his madcap companions, when we make the 
acquaintance of Falstaff and hear the prince agreeing to ac- 
company the others on a robbery, he waits onstage while the 
others make their exit, and then announces his motives 
clearly enough for the slowest member of the audience to 
get the idea. 

I know you all, and will awhile uphold 
The unyok’d humour of your idleness; 

Yet herein will I imitate the sun, 

Who doth permit the base contagious clouds 
To smother up his beauty from the world, 

That, when he please again to be himself, 

Being wanted, he may be more wond ’red at 
By breaking through the foul and ugly mists 
Of vapours that did seem to strangle him* 

If ail the year were playing holidays, 

To sport would be as tedious as to work ; 

But when they seldom come, they wish’d for come, 
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A ad nothing pleaseth but rare accidents. 

So, when this loose behaviour I throw off 
And pay the debt I never promised, 

By how much better than my word I am, 

By so much shall I falsify men’s hopes ; 

And, like bright metal on a sullen ground. 

My reformation, glitt’ring o’er my fault, 

Shall show more goodly and attract more eyes 
Than that which hath no foil to set it off. 

I’ll so offend to make offence a skill, 

Redeeming time when men think least I will. 

Anyone who misunderstands after that statement must 
have his own very strong motives for doing so. The whole 
thing is staged with an eye on the propaganda value of a 
volte-face. ‘Fll so offend, to make offence a skill’. In fact, he 
makes it not only a skill but a cool business transaction. 
Small wonder that in his first interview with his father, Hal 
explains himself in commercial terms. He will allow Harry 
Percy to heap up honours, and then at one swoop transfer 
them to himself. It is like allowing a rival business to build 
itself up to a maximum before coming in with your take- 
over bid. 


Percy is but my factor, good my lord, 

To engross up glorious deeds on my behalf; 

And I will call him to so strict account 
That he shall render every glory up. 

Yea, even the slightest worship of his time, 

Or I will tear the reckoning from his heart. 

At this. King Henry is reassured, the two are reconciled, and 
Hal duly goes to the battlefield and despatches Hotspur. 
Once this is done, however, he reverts to his former ways. 
The kingdom is no longer in immediate danger; his father, 
though feeble, is alive ; and therefore the time is not ripe for 
his complete regeneration, that scrubbing and polishing of 
the outer surface that must be carefully timed. 
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His father^ as usual, fails to see beyond the surface, and as 
soon as he inquires for Hal’s whereabouts and is told that he 
is dining in London with his old gang of 'followers’, he 
bursts out, 

The blood weeps from my heart when I do shape, 

In forms imaginary, th’ unguided days 
And rotten times that you shall look upon 
When I am sleeping with my ancestors. 

For when his headstrong not hath no curb, 

When rage and hot blood are his counsellors, 

When means and lavish manners meet together, 

O, with what wings shall his affections fly 
Towards fronting peril and oppos’d decay ! 

Other people can already see the prince’s strategy ; Warwick, 
to whom this outburst is addressed, replies soothingly that 
the young man 'but studies his companions Like a strange 
tongue’ and will ultimately ‘turn past evils to advantages’. 
But Henry is not convinced. And the suspicion in his heart 
is not stilled until that strange and tempestuous death-bed 
scene, when father and son at last confess to the love they 
bear one another. 

And even then, lying back in exhaustion with no more 
than a few minutes of life left to him, Henry IV still has a 
piece of cool Machiavellian counsel to offer his son. He has 
spoken continually of undertaking a Crusade in the Holy 
Land, as an act of piety and expiation. Now, he calmly tells 
his son that the real motive was to provide employment for 
hotheads who might otherwise grow restive and turn their 
aggressiveness against the throne. So don’t forget, my boy - 
plenty of military expeditions on foreign soil. 

Therefore, my Harry, 

Be it thy course to busy giddy minds 

With foreign quarrels, that action, hence borne out, 

May waste the memory of the former days* 
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The advice is not iost on the prince. But then he had prob- 
ably made up his mind on these lines well in advance. 

A few minutes later we have a beautifully contrived scene 
in which the new king meets his old adversary, the Lord 
Chief Justice. This upright man, a watchful enemy of Fal- 
staff and his crew, has always striven to discipline the prince 
into good behaviour, and on one occasion even committed 
him to prison. Now, he expects to pay for his boldness with 
his life. He faces the prospect bravely, though he cannot con- 
ceal his dismay. In the event, Harry publicly congratulates 
him ; the reconciliation between them is the first act of his 
reign. There follows a conversation during which Harry 
utters the strange and significant words, 

My father is gone wild into his grave. 

For in his tomb He my affections ; 

And with his spirits sadly I survive. 

On the surface, the meaning of these lines is the same as that 
of Canterbury’s words m the first scene of Henry V : 

The breath no sooner left his father’s body 
But that his wildness, mortified in him, 

Seem’d to die too ; yea, at that very moment, 

Consideration like an angel came 

And whipp’d th’ offending Adam out of him. 

Henry IV has ‘gone wild into his grave’ because he has 
taken with him the wildness of Henry V. By dying, he has 
released his son from the necessity of upholding ‘the un- 
yoked humour’ of Falstaff and the rest. Harry is free to 
welcome the gravity of a king’s life, whereas for reasons of 
policy he had rejected the staidness of a model prince. (That 
unlovely role is left to the ‘sober-blooded boy’, his brother 
John.) 

But there are other meanings hanging about the new 
king’s words, and we cannot quite dispel them even if we 
are wholeheartedly behind his calculated statesmanship. 
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'Affections' did, m Elizabethan English, mean 'disposition 
to wildness®. It also meant warm impulses o£ the kind that 
are associated with being ' affectionate ’ in the modem sense. 
Thus Ophelia says to her father, speaking of Hamlet, 

He hath, my lord, of late made many tenders 

Of his affection to me. 

To 'affect® something was to have a violent fondness for it; 
the nearest modern expression would be 'a craze®. It is in- 
teresting that the word has survived into our time in two 
such widely separated fragments as ‘affectionate® and ‘affec- 
ted®, meaning something one falsely pretends to. The same 
uncertainty dogged the term, evidently, in the sixteenth cen- 
tury ; it is not a matter of linguistics so much as of ordinary 
human instability; no one is quite sure what he loves or 
needs. But for our immediate purposes it will suffice to 
notice that Harry declares his ‘affections® dead and buried 
in his father's grave. And in terms of the action of the play, 
this means the sacrifice of Falstaff. Because Falstaff arouses 
the whole range of feelings that come under the term ‘affec- 
tion®, now or in the sixteenth century. To be fond of such a 
man is disreputable, since it means condoning lechery, 
drunkenness and deceit. It is also creditable, since gaiety, wit 
and imperturbable good humour are great human virtues. If. 
Falstaff is Hal’s ‘affection he is also ours. 

6 

It is obvious that Shakespeare, like any working dramatist, 
would make his first rough sketch of Falstaff in terms of the 
necessities of the play. If he was to allow the relationship be- 
tween King Henry and Prince Hal to develop at its natural 
pace, which would mean spreading it over two plays instead 
of bundling it into one, there would be a need for comic re- 
lief on an unprecedented scale. And this in turn would pro- 
vide a welcome glimpse of English common life. So far, the 
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historical plays have neglected the English people almost en- 
tirely. Characters below the rank of knight come into the 
plays chiefly as paid murderers or rioting insurgents. Occa- 
sionally one of them appears m the role of vox popuh^ like 
the gardener m Richard IL But such figures have no tang of 
the soil. They are as impersonal as the Greek chorus whose 
function they partly inherit. 

The sub-plot which Shakespeare planned to run through 
the two parts of Henry IV was doubtless planned at the be- 
ginning to change all that. From the council chamber and 
the batdefield, these scenes were going to take us out into 
the lanes and hedgerows, the alleys and taprooms. And all 
this is faithfully carried out. This underplot is Shakespeare's 
most elaborate portrait of the common life of his time. He 
had already given us Bottom the Weaver, Quince, Snout, 
Flute, and the rest in A Midsummer Night's Dream. But 
these rustics are designed to appear in a play which also con- 
tains fairies. Accordingly, they are fantasticated and lit by 
moonlight. They are half Warwickshire rustics and half 
gnomes. But Jusace Shallow and his neighbour Silence, his 
servant Davy, and his tenants Mouldy, Wart and Bullcalf 
are pure Cotswold types. Francis the drawer is a London 
apprentice, Mrs Quicldy a garrulous hostess, Poins the reck- 
less younger son of a good family, Nym and Bardolph com- 
mon sneak-thieves and ruffians. As for Pistol, he is some 
half-crazed swaggerer who once acted for a season with a 
group of strolling players and has his head full of high- 
sounding lines, half-remembered from Marlowe, in conse- 
quence. (It is evident that the long struggle to get free of 
Marlowe's influence was still one of Shakespeare’s problems 
at this time.) And Falstaff is the presiding Lord of Misrule. 
As a knight with a taste for low company, he can move easily 
in all areas of the plot, consorting with noblemen in one 
scene and tapsters in another. Beyond that, we cannot pin 
him down. He is real with a largeness that swamps ordinary 
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realism. Unflagging, light-hearted, never at a loss for a joke, 
he IS the apotheosis of the English public-house companion. 
He is the man we are always hoping to meet in the bar. 

There, if Shakespeare had been an ordinarily good drama- 
tist, the matter would have ended. Falstaff and his compan- 
ions would have furnished an amusing series of scenes, 
taking us out and about and bringing us into contact with 
everyday scenes and people; then, when the long-heralded 
reform came to pass, they would have been swept, still 
laughable amid their grumbling and discomfiture, into the 
limbo that awaits comic characters when there is no more 
comic action to be played out. 

What Shakespeare gives us, as usual, is something far 
richer than we could have thought of without him. To begin 
with, he shapes the first and second parts of Henry IV into 
two quite separate plays, each with its own atmosphere, and 
each self-sufficient and containing a completed action. Fal- 
staff is equally important in each play, but in different ways. 
In Part i, his main function is to embody a certain attitude 
towards the play’s main subject, which is honour. In Part 2, 
his role is sacrificial and verges on the tragic. 

Let us take these two in order. Henry /F, Part i, is a play 
about honour. Three conceptions of honour are presented ; 
they are thrown into conflict, and the one that comes out 
uppermost is the one England needs most. First, there is 
Harry Hotspur with his medieval notion of honour as some- 
thing bound up entirely with a man’s self-esteem. He puts 
honour before everything else; freely admitting, for in- 
stance, that he comes to the conference-table not with any 
idea of making a reasonable agreement, but solely to defend 
his honour. He is ready to fight with Owen Glendower over 
a fancied inequality in their share of the intended conquest, 
but as soon as Glendower generously yields his claim. Hots- 
pur at once declares that he does not want the land at all, 
only the "honour ’ of not being overruled. 
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I do not care : Fll give thrice so much land 
To any well-deserving friend ; 

But in the way of bargain, mark ye mcj, 

I’ll cavil on the ninth part of a hair. 

This is the conception of ‘honour’ which makes him boast 
in joyous arrogance. 

By heaven, methinks it were an easy leap 
To pluck bright honour from the pale-faced moon ; 

Or dive into the bottom of the deep, 

Where fathom-line could never touch the ground. 

And pluck up drowned honour by the locks. 

Hotspur’s main function in the play is to serve as a foil to 
Prince Hal. His flaring personal notion of honour helps to 
bring out by contrast the inconspicuous merits of the prince’s 
notion. His is the code of the medieval knight - that his per- 
sonal reputation must never for one instant be under a 
cloud, nor must he be expected to give way m any dispute. 
Hal, by contrast, can make a friend of the justice who had 
him locked up with common criminals. His notion of hon- 
our IS a corporate, impersonal one. Honour is what is good 
for the State. The best kind of honour for a king to have is 
the kind that will help him to rule effectively. Where Hots- 
pur flies into a rage at the first suspicion that someone is try- 
ing to cross him, Hal remains imperturbable under the most 
scathing rebukes, except when they come from his father. 

Both Hotspur and Hal are still very much with us. Con- 
temporary history is always throwing up figures who remind 
us strongly of one or the other. There is the kind of politician 
whose first thought is for his own reputation, his own im- 
pact, the careful fostering of his own ‘legend’. Such a man 
will often do heroic work for a cause, and then, at the bid- 
ding of his personal ambition or some shift in his opinions, 
turn and betray it. But always there is a counterbalancing 
supply of the type represented by Hal : those who sink their 
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identity in that of the larger unit - the teairij the organiza- 
Uon^ the country. 

There remains a third attitude to honour. Both Hal and 
Hotspur are natural leaders, men to whom it comes easily to 
make sacrifices in the pursuit of an end. Hal’s end is less 
selfish than Hotspur’s, but on the other hand Hotspur is 
self-forgetful in his own fashion. He scorns to consider his 
own safety or comfort where honour is at stake. If the ac- 
tion concerned itself only with a simple opposition of these 
two, it would be open to a puncturing irony. The voice of 
Vhomme moyen sensuel has to be heard at some point. It is 
an old discovery that high-flown sentiments can be voiced in 
literature so long as the belly also has its voice. ‘But to the 
girdle do the gods inherit’. The passionate idealism of 
Romeo and Juliet would be deflated by cynical comment 
from the cheap seats, were it not that this comment is sup- 
plied in the play itself, by Mercutio with his young man’s 
bawdry and the Nurse with her old woman’s earthiness. Be- 
tween them they make the love story invulnerable to irony. 

Similarly with Falstaff. Like Hotspur, he is primarily a 
creature of the plot. The rival conceptions of honour would 
suffer from our ironic contemplation if he were not there to 
provide an irony we could never rise to. He says it all for us, 
and so much more that we could never have said for our- 
selves. 

PRINCE : Say thy prayers, and farewell. 

FALSTAFF : I would t’wcrc bed-time, Hal, and all well. 

PRINCE : Why, thou owest God a death. 

falstaff: ’Tis not due yet ; I would be loath to pay him before 
his day. What need I be so forward with him that calls not on 
me.? Well, ’tis no matter; honour pricks me on. Yea, but how 
if honour prick me off when I come on? how then? Can 
honour set to a leg ? No. Or an arm ? No. Or take away the 
grief of a wound? No. Honour hath no skill in surgery 
then? No. What is honour? A word. What is in that word? 
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Honour. What is that honour? Air. A trim reckoning! Who 
hath it? He that died o’ Wednesday. Doth he feel it? No. 
Doth he hear it? No, ’Tis insensible, then? Yea, to the dead 
But will it not live with the living? No. Why? Detraction 
will not suffer it. Therefore Fll none of it. Honour is a mere 
scutcheon. And so ends my catechism. 

With this, the range of human notions of honour is com- 
plete. Falstaff speaks for the common man, content with no 
more than a common share of honour. The common Eng- 
lishman is capable of heroism, but not of heroic speeches. 
He can lay down his life for an ideal, but he cannot talk 
about laying down his life for an ideal. Nor can he bear to 
listen, for long, to anyone else talking about it. When the re- 
sounding oratory begins, he feels he is being cheated by 
someone. The leaders who can best rally and inspire him 
are those who confine themselves, as Churchill did, mainly 
to the expression of defiance. 

That, roughly, is Falstaff’s role in Part i of Henry IV. He 
provides the worm’s eye view of honour, thus making a de- 
bate out of what would otherwise be a simple juxtaposition. 
And he provides fun - incomparable, glorious fun, never 
approached anywhere else in English literature. Even Chau- 
cer, even Dickens, never come near the Falstaff scenes. If I 
forbear to comment on them, that is merely because there is 
nothing to be said from outside. With the exception of the 
mock-trial scene, of which we shall speak in a moment, they 
are pure gaiety and high spirits, without undertow or after- 
thought. 

In Part 2, however, a change comes over the Falstaff scenes. 
As everyone has always noticed, the untroubled gaiety of 
Part I has gone. Falstaff is still magnificendy himself - he 
bears no relation to the travesty Shakespeare was obliged to 
cook up in The Merry Wives of Windsor ~ but the landscape 
in which he gambols is a sadder one, its foliage nipped by a 
touch of frost. His role is now a sacrificial one. The prince, 
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his reputation already almost redeemed and his responsibili- 
ties almost upon him, returns briefly to the demi-monde^ but 
with less than his old zest. He knows, and we know, that the 
party is nearly over. Time, the chief enemy of Falstaffs 
brand of irresponsible gaiety, is on everyone’s mind. Even 
FalstafI himself has become conscious of his age. In the first 
Part, there were plenty of farcical references to it (‘ How long 
is’t ago, Jack, since thou sawest thme own knee ? etc., etc.) 
but they were easily swept aside as part of the fun. Now, sud- 
denly, the fact of his age is inescapable. When, in the first 
act, he offers the Lord Chief Justice the calm impertinence 
of, ‘You that are old consider not the capacities of us that are 
young’, he gets a stern answer. ‘Have you not a moist eye ? 
a dry hand a yellow cheek } a white beard } a decreasing 
leg.? an increasing belly.? Is not your voice broken? your 
wind short ? your chin double ? your wit single ? and every 
part about you blasted with antiquity ? ’ To this formidable 
catalogue, Falstaff makes a flippant reply; but the charge is 
proven. He is old, and his age acts as a kind of super-fault 
which makes all his other faults inexcusable. Though in 
Part I there are plenty of joking references to whoring, 
in this part we actually see him with his whore, Doll Tear- 
sheet. And suddenly the pathos of an old man’s dependence 
on the affection of a bought girl is there, inescapably, before 
us. 

FALSTAFF : Thou dost give me flattering busses. 

noLL : By my troth, I kiss thee wkh a most constant heart. 

falstaff: I am old, I am old. 

DOLL : I love thee better than I love e’er a scurvy young boy of 
them all. 

falstaff: What stuff wilt have a kirtle of? I shall receive 
money a Thursday. Shalt have a cap tomorrow. A merry 
song, come. ’A grows late; we’ll to bed. Thou’t forget me 
when I am gone. 

We do not doubt that she loves him. But this only under- 

70 



THE SWORD AND THE CROWN 


scores the pathos. The Falstaff o£ Part i does not need to seek 
for love. He is the spirit of gaiety ; all created life loves him. 
In Part 2, he is an old man who craves to stay in the sunshine 
a little longer. 

It is not that Falstaff’s character changes. It is rather that^ 
as with Satan in Paradise Lost^ we are shown progressively 
sadder and darker sides of the same character. The world of 
Part 2 is a drabber world, more realistically drawn. The 
scene, for instance, where Mrs Quickly and Doll Tearsheet 
are arrested by the beadles, on what would nowadays be 
called a ‘morals charge’, is lurid enough to foreshadow the 
world of Mistress Overdone m Measure for Measure, or the 
hideous brothel in Pericles. Cursing and spittmg, the two 
women are hauled away by leather-faced officials. To Doll’s 
claim that she is pregnant, and Mrs Quickly’s vengeful cry 
of ‘ I pray God the fruit of her womb miscarry ’ - so that they 
can lodge a complaint of ill-treatment - the stolid beadle re- 
plies, ‘ If It do, you shall have a dozen of cushions again ; you 
have but eleven now’. This is realism worthy of Zola, the 
cobweb-scrubbing realism of the post-Romantic novel. 

We see the same disenchantment in the scene where Fal- 
staff is misusing his commission as an officer by accepting 
bribes to release conscripted men. This was glanced at in 
Part I, where Falstaff gives a joking account of having ‘mis- 
us’d the king’s press damnably’. But, as with the whoring, 
to hear about it is one thing, to watch him engaged m it quite 
another. When Shallow’s tenants present themselves to an- 
swer the call to arms, a whisper from Bardolph (‘I have three 
pound to free Mouldy and Bullcalf ’) is sufficient to get these 
two stalwart men waved aside with, ‘for you. Mouldy, stay 
at home till you are past service : - and for your part, Bull- 
calf, grow till you come into it : - 1 will none of you ’. 

It is worth noticing here that Shakespeare’s realism is not 
of the muck-raking kind that never admits to recognizing 
good qualities in human beings. The cowardice of Mouldy 
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and Bullcalf is all too credible and understandable. So is the 
greedy opportunism of Falstaff, rejecting the two fittest men 
because they can afford to bribe him, and filling his muster 
with the least promising. But even in this milieu there is a 
flash of courage and manliness, such as everyday life gen- 
erally provides. Francis Feeble, ‘a woman’s tailor’, is good 
for a laugh, especially since the word ‘ tailor ’ was some sort 
of coarse joke in Elizabethan English; it meant, I under- 
stand, the sexual organ; hence Falstaff’s reply to ‘Shall I 
prick him ? ’ with ‘If he had been a man’s tailor, he’d ha’ 
pricked you But Feeble, with his comic name and his comic 
occupation, is a brave man. 

By my troth, I care not; a man can die but once; we owe 
God a death. Fll ne’er bear a base mind. An’t be my destiny, 
so ; an’t be not, so. No man’s too good to serve’s prince ; and, let 
it go which way it will, he that dies this year is quit for the next. 

Falstaff’s image is badly tarnished by the time we have sat 
through these scenes. It was all very well for comfortable Vic- 
torian men of letters to smile indulgently at Falstaff’s misuse 
of the press. But Shakespeare’s audience included many who 
had suffered, or might suffer in the future, from this kind of 
injustice. Falstaff’s swindling of Justice Shallow is another 
matter; he is implicated in the general grab for money and 
advantage ; he is servile to Falstaff because he thinks Falstaff 
will be a royal favourite. He lends him a thousand pounds 
because he has grasped that ‘a friend at court is better than a 
penny in purse’. The England we are visiting here is no pic- 
ture-postcard island of sturdy yeomen and pretty thatched 
roofs. It is a place where money talks, where poor men are 
ill-treated and the law abused. 

Falstaff, in his turn, sees Shallow not only as a source of 
revenue but as excellent copy. T will devise matter enough 
out of this Shallow to keep Prince Harry in continual laugh- 
ter the wearing-out of six fashions’. He follows this with a 
remark that is one of the keys to the play. 
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O, it is much that a lie with a slight oath, and a jest with a 
sad brow, will do with a fellow that never had the ache in his 
shoulders 1 

In those words, Falstaff’s life hes open to the cruel day- 
light. His joking description to Doll Tearsheet of Hal as ‘a 
good shallow young fellow’ was, it seems, no joke. If he is 
using Shallow, he is also using Hal. Shallow is vulnerable 
because he is provincial, senile and foolish. Hal is vulnerable 
because he knows nothing of life. He ‘never had the ache m 
his shoulders’, never knew the heaviness and weariness of 
everyday existence. And so to tickle him with a jest is to man- 
ipulate him. 

FalstafI is wrong, and from the start we have known him 
to be wrong. But now, increasingly, his wrongness matters. 
He is fixed on a collision course which will smash him 
against Hal’s granite royalty. He makes self-destructive error 
after error. His calculation is suddenly revealed as shoddy 
and superficial. On the news of the king’s death, he rides day 
and night to be at Hal’s coronation, arriving travel-stained 
and ungroomed, as a piece of deliberate staging. (‘ It shows 
my earnestness of affection’.) With horrified fascination, we 
watch him offer himself up for sacrifice. But when the axe 
falls, it is enough to make one turn away one’s eyes. 

falstaff: My king ! My Jove 1 1 speak to thee, my heart 1 
KiNCHENRYV:! know thee not, old man. Fall to thy prayers. 

How ill white hairs become a fool and jester ! 

I have long dreamt of such a kind of man. 

So surfeit-swell’ d, so old, and so profane; 

But, being awak’d, I do despise my dream. 

Once again it is Falstaff’s age that counts most against him. 
In five lines, it is thrown in his teeth three times. In the first 
line he is ‘old’, in the second he has ‘white hairs*, in the 
fourth he is ‘old’ again. The new king passes on, and Falstaff 
is left standing in the street, with Shallow at his side 
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demanding his thousand pounds back on the spot* A few 
minutes later^ by what seems a deliberate piece of cruelty 
(for, as Dr Johnson pointed out, he has committed no new 
offence), he is arrested and carried off to the Fleet prison. He 
has paid for Hal’s wild oats ; the score is settled, and it is 
Falstaff who has settled it. 

On that dreadful occasion, Falstaff makes no plea for him- 
self. He is given no chance to do so. But, perhaps unable to 
be as unfair to him as Hal must inevitably be, Shakespeare 
has already given him a chance to speak up in his own de- 
fence. Back in Part i (Act II, Scene iv), Hal and Falstaff act 
out a little comedy for the amusement of their tavern com- 
panions. They take it in turns to guy King Henry reproving 
his son. When Hal acts the part of his father, he utters a 
special warning against associating with ‘that swolFn parcel 
of dropsies, that huge bombard of sack, that stuff’d cloakbag 
of guts’. Falstaff, impersonating Hal, makes a moving plea, 
in the course of which he soars upward from his familiar 
prose to conclude with three lines of stately verse - a sure 
sign, in Shakespeare, that lofty matter is at hand. 

That he is old - the more the pity - his white hairs do witness 
it ; but that he is ~ saving your reverence ~ a whoremaster, that 
I utterly deny. If sack and sugar be a fault, God help the 
wicked ! If to be old and merry be a sin, then many an old host 
that I know is damn’d; if to be fat be to be hated, then 
Pharaoh’s lean kine are to be loved. No, my good lord : banish 
Peto, banish Bardolph, banish Poins; but, for sweet Jack Fal- 
staff, kind Jack Falstaff, true Jack Falstaff, valiant Jack Fal- 
staff ~ and therefore more valiant, being, as he is, old Jack 
Falstaff -- banish not him thy Harry’s company, banish not him 
thy Harry’s company. Banish plump Jack, and banish all the 
world. 

prince: I do, I will. 

Immediately after Hal’s quietly menacing words, we have 
the stage-direction ‘A knocking heard’. We know that 
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knocking. It is the hand of the cold reality which tells us we 
must search our pockets and pay up. It is the knocking on 
the gate in Macbeth, Or the knocking of Aeneas on the 
chamber door of Troilus and Cressida, when he comes to 
bear the news that Cressida must leave. ‘Banish plump Jack, 
and banish all the world’ is exacdy the challenge Hal must 
take up. And when, finally, he says of his father ‘in his tomb 
lie my affections’, the fullness of his meaning is precisely 
that this has been accomplished. 

7 

With the right king at last on the throne, only one task re- 
mained : to show his heroic example bearing fruit. Henry F, 
the crown and apex of all the historical plays, is also the one 
that must have given Shakespeare the worst misgiving. 
Nothing is harder than to depict success and make it interest- 
ing. A perfect king is far less compelling on the stage than a 
fiendish king. But it had to be done : the series could not be 
left to peter out on a promise of future greatness. So Shake- 
speare did the only thing open to him. He got out his loud- 
est horn and sounded a sustained blast of patriotism. 

The result is very successful. The play holds the stage well 
- till the fifth act, at any rate - and it expresses a sense of 
triumphant national solidarity that only a fool would snigger 
at. Probably the last time the English felt really unified was 
in 1945 : and there is no better way to recapture that feeling 
than to watch Olivier’s film version of Henry F, tidied and 
trimmed here and there for the needs of a large and simple- 
minded audience, but very true to the central impulse of the 
play. And if, as a vehicle for patriotic emotion, the play was 
still doing effective duty in 1945, we need not wonder that it 
went down well during those years of a glowing, new-found 
national unity that followed the wreck of the Armada in 
1588. 

We can go further and say that, if Henry V did not exist,, 
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there would be a considerable hole in English literature. It is, 
as we remarked earlier (p. 42), our nearest equivalent to a 
national patriotic epic. When we thmk o£ epic poetry in Eng- 
lish, we naturally think first of Paradise Lost^ which is pretty 
well our only successful attempt at the classical epic, mod- 
elled after Homer and Virgil, with a large and serious sub- 
ject, an exalted tone, an air of magnificent stateliness. There 
have been other attempts, but they are mostly unreadable 
and their names are known only to students of literary his- 
tory. There is, however, strong evidence that Shakespeare, 
had circumstances turned his gifts in that direction, could 
have written a narrative poem in the exalted epic manner. 
Whenever he has an opportunity, he produces specimens of 
narrative verse that are magnificent. The Player King’s 
speech in Hamlet^ for instance, is a superb piece of formal 
epic narrative. It is, however, strongly stylized, to make it 
stand out from the verse of the surrounding passages, so we 
need not imagine that if Shakespeare had written a long epic 
poem he would have pitched it consistendy in such a high- 
flown manner. Probably a much better guide to his practice 
in a long poem is to be found in the speeches of the Prologue 
in Henry F. This character stands outside the dramatic 
action and contributes five prologues and an epilogue. His 
speeches have a twofold function. They supply information, 
and they build up the lofty patriotic atmosphere. Of these, 
the second function is far the more important, since other 
plays whose action is just as complex, indeed much more so, 
get along without this kind of plot-feeding commentary. The 
speeches of ‘Prologue’ also serve a third purpose. They apol- 
ogize for the fact that the stage sometimes falls below 
the grandeur and dignity required by the action. At such 
moments, a curious uncertainty of tone creeps into the 
speeches and makes them rather poor. In a few lines ‘Pro- 
logue ’ can drop from the heights of 
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Now ail the youth of England are on firCj 
And silken dalliance in the wardrobe lies ; 

Now thrive the armourers, and honour’s thought 
Reigns solely in the breast of every man ; 

They sell the pasture now to buy the horse. 

Following the mirror of all Christian kings 
With winged heels as English Mercuries. 

For now sits Expectation in the air. 

And hides a sword from hilts unto the point 
With crowns imperial, crowns, and coronets, 

Promis’d to Harry and his followers. 

The French, advis’d by good intelligence 
Of this most dreadful preparation, 

Shake in their fear and with pale policy 
Seek to divert the English purposes. 

O England ! model to thy inward greatness, 

Like litde body with a mighty heart, 

What mightst thou do that honour would thee do 
Were all thy children kind and natural 1 

to the apologetic banality of 

the scene 

Is now transported, gentles, to Southampton ; 

There is the play-house now, there must you sit, 

And thence to France shall we convey you safe 
And bring you back, charming the narrow seas 
To give you gende pass ; for, if we may, 

We’ll not offend one stomach with our play. 

Even the apologetic speeches add something valuable. They 
set the action in an epic framework. And they indicate a kind 
of reaching-out towards the stateliness of epic narrative, free 
from the necessities of crape hair and stage armies, that gives 
a valuable clue to Shakespeare’s state of mind. He would 
really like to be writing an epic. The continual references by 
‘Prologue’ to the irksome limitations of stagecraft, wherein 
the theatre becomes a ‘wooden O’, the stage soldiers ‘four or 
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five most vile and ragged foils^ Paght iil-dispos’d in brawl 
ridiculous’, show a very real impatience, for the moment, 
with dramatic poetry. If this is to be the English Aeneid^ 
Shakespeare wishes ~ at least for the time being - that he 
could go the whole distance and be an unfettered epic poet. 
Even within the play, the style is always pulling towards 
epic, like a hound on the leash. Take, for instance, the little 
inset (Act IV, Scene vi) where Exeter descnbes to the King 
the heroic deaths of Suffolk and York. 

EXETER . The Duke of York commends him to your majesty, 
KING henry: Lives he, good uncle ? Thrice within this hour 
I saw him down; thrice up again, and fighting; 

From helmet to the spur all blood he was. 

EXETER : In which array, brave soldier, doth he lie 
Larding the plain ; and by his bloody side, 

Yoke-fellow to his honour-owing wounds. 

The noble Earl of Suffolk also lies. 

Suffolk first died ; and York, all haggled over, 

Comes to him, where in gore he lay msteeped, 

And takes him by the beard, kisses the gashes 
That bloodily did yawn upon his face, 

He cries aloud ‘Tarry, my cousin Suffolk. 

My soul shall thine keep company to heaven i 
Tarry, sweet soul, for mine, then fly abreast ; 

As in this glorious and well-foughten field 
We kept together in our chivalry.’ 

LFpon these words I came and cheer’d him up ; 

He smil’d me in the face, raught me his hand, 

And, with a feeble grip, says ‘Dear my lord. 

Commend my service to my sovereign.’ 

So did he turn, and over Suffolk’s neck 
He threw his wounded arm and kiss’d his Ups ; 

And so, espous’d to death, with blood he seal’d 
A testament of noble-ending love. 

The pretty and sweet manner of it forc’d 

Those waters from me which I would have stopp'd ; 

But I had not so much of man in me, 
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And ail my mother came into mine eyes 
And gave me up to tears. 

This is not dramatic verse. It is epic. We may safely assume 
that if Shakespeare had written a poem of the length of Para- 
dise Lost^ on a patriotic theme, this would have been the 
manner of it. 

I do not mean to suggest, however, that because Henry V 
is strongly flavoured with epic it is therefore weak as drama. 
Shakespeare was already too expenenced in the theatre to 
write anything undramatic. He was merely giving a demon- 
stration of his skill by writing a play that had the qualities of 
that epic poem he had to miss the chance of writing. We see 
this nowhere more clearly than in the scenes that concern 
ordinary life - the soldiers in the camp, the various humilia- 
tions of Pistol, and so forth. There is comedy here, but it is 
kept within strict bounds and is given a military flavour, as 
when Fluellen makes Pistol eat the leek. As in the preced- 
ing plays, we are kept in touch with ordinary men, but these 
are ordinary men in a grave mood, their powers gathered to- 
gether to meet a great occasion. Even the funny men are 
touched with an epic seriousness. Without deserting the 
comic-realistic idiom of the Falstaff episodes, Shakespeare 
eases out the purely farcical element and brings in notes of 
a pure elegiac sadness. Mrs Quickly’s account of the death of 
Falstaff is a miraculous piece of writing. The good hostess is 
just as voluble as ever, just as prone to incorrect usages and 
slips of the tongue, but she achieves an epitaph far beyond 
the range of any words we could find for ourselves. 

bardolph: Would I were with him, wheresome’er he Is, either 
in heaven or in hell ! 

HOSTESS : Nay, sure, he’s not in hell : he’s in Arthur’s bosom, if 
ever man went to Arthur’s bosom. ’A made a finer end, and 
went away an it had been any christom child ; ’a parted ev’n 
just between twelve and one, ev’n at the turning o’ th’ tide; for 
after I saw Mm fumble with the sheets, and play with flowers. 


79 



THE LIVING WORLD OF SHAKESPEARE 


and smile upon his fingers’ endj I knew there was but one 
way; for his nose was as. sharp as a peBj and ’a babbl’d of 
green fields. ‘How now, Sir John!’ quoth I ‘What, man, be 
o’ good cheer.’ So ’a cried out ‘God, God, God 1’ three or four 
times. Now I, to comfort him, bid him ’a should not think of 
God ; I hop’d there was no need to trouble himself with any 
such thoughts yet. So ’a bade me lay more clothes on his feet ; 
I put my hand into the bed and felt them, and they were as 
cold as any stone ; then I felt to his knees, and so upward and 
upward, and all was as cold as any stone. 

The Falstaffian music is fleetingly heard once more, but in a 
key that makes it melancholy and dignified. There is no 
finer achievement in all Shakespeare. The death of Faistaff 
takes on the same kind of lofty pathos as the death of Dido 
in the Aeneid, It can fittingly take its place in the epic world 
of an English Aeneas. And this is what Henry V has become. 
He has shed his ordinary humanity and become the embodi- 
ment of a nation’s ideals. 


8 

In one of his Sonnets -the ninety-fourth -Shakespeare draws 
a rapid but masterly picture of the kind of person on whom 
power and authority sit naturally. 

They that have power to hurt, and will do none. 

That do not do the thing they most do show, 

Who, moving others, are themselves as stone, 

Unmoved, cold, and to temptation slow - 

They righdy do inherit heaven’s graces, 

And husband nature’s riches from expense ; 

They are the lords and owners of their faces, 

Others but stewards of their excellence. . , . 

If we take this line by line, we see that it is a perfect portrait 
of Henry V. ‘They that have power to hurt, and will do 
none’, are not exactly the merciful and forgiving; a truly 
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mercifol maiij gende of heart and sensitive to the sufferings 
of others, does not have power to hurt ; he may think himself 
obliged to inflict suffering, but he will recoil from the task 
before much damage is done. The kind of person the line 
refers to is the man of iron, perfectiy able to inflict agonies 
without flinching, who does not do so because he knows that 
cruelty does not pay. And this is Henry exactly. Think, for 
instance, of his blood-curdling threats to the citizens of Har- 
fleur, when he and his army, newly landed in France, are 
halted by this fortified town. 

If I begin the battVy once again, 

I will not leave the half-achieved Harfleur 
Till in her ashes she lie buried, 

The gates of mercy shall be all shut up . « 

. . , Therefore, you men of Harfleur, 

Take pity of your town and of your people 
Whiles yet my soldiers are in my command ; 

While yet the cool and temperate wind of grace 
O’erblows the filthy and contagious clouds 
Of heady murder, spoil, and villainy. 

If not - why, in a moment look to see 

The blind and bloody soldier with foul hand 

Defile the locks of your shrill-shrieking daughters ; 

Your fathers taken by the silver beards, 

And their most reverend heads dash’d to the walls ; 

Your naked infants spitted upon pikes. 

Whiles the mad mothers with their howls confus’d 
Do break the clouds, as did the wives of Jewry 
At Herod’s bloody-hunting slaughtermen. 

What say you ? Will you yield, and this avoid ? 

Or, guilty in defence, be thus destroy’d ? 

The phrase ‘guilty in defence’ is a good piece of character 
observation. If the French are so wicked as to resist Harry 
the Fifth of England, who fights with God’s full approval 
(two learned bishops have given him a certificate to this 
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effect), then of course they must be punished by rape^ pillage 
and indiscriminate slaughter - meted outj we note^ by the 
same English soldiers who will be held up^ later on^ as a gal- 
lant band of outnumbered heroes^ This is not inconsistency. 
It is realism. Common soldiers are heroic in a desperate situ- 
ation; they are also cruel and licentious. By the time the 
battle of Agincourt is joinedj Shakespeare has taken care to 
give Henry and his army every attribute that will win our 
sympathy; but he is too honesty even so, to gloss over the 
hardness that a military king must have. During a lull in the 
fighting, some French soldiers enter the English camp, 
which is guarded only by boys ; they kill the boys and com- 
mit various acts of theft and destruction; ‘wherefore/ says 
Gower, discussing the incident with Fluellen, ‘the king 
most worthily hath caused every soldier to cut his prisoner's 
throat. O, 'tis a gallant king^’ But the word ‘wherefore’ is 
misleading. We, the audience, were present at the preceding 
scene, and we know that at the moment when Henry gave 
this order, he knew nothing about the attack on the camp ; 
only that the French, having been beaten off, were returning 
to the attack. 

But, hark ! what new alarum is this same? 

The French have reinforc’d their scatter’d men. 

Then every soldier kill his prisoners ; 

Give the word through. 

Shakespeare has sown various examples of a wise clemency 
throughout the play, so that we cannot think of Henry 
merely as a murderous ruffian ; but the fact that he has power 
to hurt is made sufficiently plain. 

Line 2, ‘That do not do the thing they most do show’, 
applies obviously enough to the prince we have seen in the 
two preceding plays, upholding die unyok’d humour of his 
companions’ idleness. But for good measure we are given a 
first-rate demonstration of it in Henry F, Act II, when the 
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kingj choosing his time effectively^ unmasks the conspirators 
Cambridge^ Scroop and Grey. With complete outward calm 
he accepts their protestations of loyalty and good wishes for 
his French expedition, and even engages in an argument 
with them as to whetlier he should, or should not, pardon a 
man who has been imprisoned for offering him a personal 
insult. Then, when the cat-and-mouse game has gone far 
enough, he hands each man a scroll, purporting to be his 
royal commission for authority in the king’s absence; actu- 
ally they are indictments for treason. As the three open their 
papers and stand guilty and stunned, Henry treats the 
assembled nobihty to a resounding speech on loyalty. His 
father, watching from the shades, could not demand a more 
polished performance. 

‘Who, moving others, are themselves as stone, Unmoved, 
cold, and to temptation slow.’ All this is true of Henry V, 
but the phrase that is especially illustrated in this play is, 
of course, ‘moving others’. Henry is a magnificent orator. 
Shakespeare, who loved to write public speeches for his char- 
acters, has lavished on the hero of Agincourt some of his 
finest examples. The passage beginning ‘This day is called 
the feast of Crispian ’ (Act IV, Scene lii) is the most cele- 
brated patriotic speech in the English language ; we have all 
heard it quoted, out of context, so many times that it is not 
easy to set it back in its dramatic place and consider the moti- 
vation behind it. Yet that motivation is complex enough to 
be interesting. Clearly, Henry is perfectly ‘sincere’ in the 
sense that he is prepared to fight bravely and wants his men 
to be no less brave tiian he is. Wandering through the camp, 
in the early hours of the morning, he talked incognito to the 
three soldiers Bates, Court and Williams ; and what he heard 
there was the same bitter truth that any commander would 
hear, if he went among his troops before a battle. 

KING henry: I myself heard the king say he would not be 

ransomed. 
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Williams: Ay, he said so, to make us fight cheerfully; but 
when our throats are cut he may be ransomed, and we ne’er 
the wiser, 

KING henry: If I live to see it, I will never trust his word 
after, 

williams: You pay him then! That’s a perilous shot out of an 
elder-gun, that a poor and private displeasure can do against 
a monarch. You may as well go about to turn the sun to ice 
with fanning in his face with a peacock’s feather. You’ll never 
trust his word after I Come, ’tis a foolish saying. 

perilous shot out of an elder-gun ’ means ‘Very big deal. 
You’ll shoot him with your pop-gun Toy guns for Eliza- 
bethan children were made by removing the pith from 
elderwood; Williams is expressing the ordinary man’s un- 
shakeable conviction that the higher-ups will make use of him 
for their own purposes, to the accompaniment of fine words 
and uplift, and leave him in the mud when these purposes 
are answered. Henry fobs him off, first with a side-issue about 
a personal quarrel, and then with a piece of hearty banter. 
But the barb has stuck, and when he makes his great speech 
he emphasizes national solidarity above everything else. Any- 
one who fights beside the King shall be the King’s brother ; 
in addition, he will be certain of lifelong respect from the 
population in general; the ‘gentlemen in England now 
abed’ will permanently acknowledge an Agincourt veteran 
as a better man than themselves. I am not saying, of course, 
that the speech is delivered in a mood of cynicism ; merely 
that Henry chooses, as he always must, exactly the right thing 
to say to his particular audience. He even borrows Hotspur’s 
idiom for a few lines. ‘The fewer men, the greater share of 
honour’ is in Hotspur’s character, not his own. So, for that 
matter, is his courtship of the French princess in the last act. 
The young man who has lived so many merry years does not 
need to say gruffly, ‘If thou would have such a one, take 
me ; and take me, take a soldier ; take a soldier, take a king’. 
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It is merely that he has selected the Hotspur persona as the 
one likely to make the best impression. ‘Moving others ’5 
while yourself being ‘as stone’, involves this kind of projec- 
tion, and he is a master of it. It is, in fact, quite impossible to 
tell whether Henry has any genuine feeling for Katharine. 
He has to marry her, partly because it is what such a man 
would naturally do, to underpin the peace treaty with a mar- 
riage, and partly because it is what the histoncal Henry V 
did, so that the audience would be expecting it. But I think 
an actor would be justified in giving these scenes any inter- 
pretation that squared with the words on the page - a Henry 
in love, or a Henry going through the necessary motions with 
gusto and good humour ; or even a Henry in cynical mood, 
loading his performance with irony : ‘unmoved, cold, and to 
temptation slow’. 

Such a character may seem to us merely distasteful, but it 
is evidently Shakespeare’s earnest intention to show him as 
the man we need for the English throne. ‘They righdy do 
inherit heaven’s graces’; including the grace of kingship. 
The ‘riches of nature’ which such men ‘husband from ex- 
pense’ are enjoyed by all of us; a true king keeps society in 
order, sees that people do their jobs, and stops things from 
going to rack and ruin. Men like Henry are the ‘owners of 
their faces’ ~ in complete command of their outward be- 
haviour - while other people, whom they induce to serve 
their ends, are ‘stewards of their excellence’, called upon to 
administer it but not in a position to use it for their own 
profit - a thought that leads us straight back to the prince’s 
description of Hotspur as his ‘factor’, running up a credit 
balance of honour for his, Hal’s, benefit. 

Shakespeare thought England was only safe when a man 
like Henry V was on the throne. This did not mean that he 
had to like Henry V, But he admired him, and he took a 
great deal of trouble to endow him with all the sympathetic 
qualities that such a man can have. Thus, he is wise enough 
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to refrain from cruelty except when it is essential to terrify an 
enemy ; he is free of the false pride of aristocracy that makes 
the high-born despise the common man ; he sees and rewards 
merit. In his fooling with Fluellen and Williams, there is a 
kingly echo of his wild princeling days. Yet none of this is 
enough to rouse any real affection for him. He is no nearer 
to our hearts than Aeneas. 

However, the play is more likeable than its hero. Because 
Shakespeare was honest and clear-sighted about the qualities 
that make a successful king, there is no need to talk about 
him as if he were some debunking writer of the 1920s. There 
is no sneer at courage or patriotism. The age of Jingoism, of 
the senseless nationalism of cheap newspapers, was still to 
come. And if we shiver at the lack of warmth in Henry we 
can find plenty of it in the people he governs. The char- 
acters of Gower, Fluellen, Macmorris and Jamy are all bril- 
liantly sketched and all delightful. The scenes in which 
they figure are the ancestor of all stories that begin, ‘There 
was an Englishman, an Irishman and a Scotsman . . My 
own favourite (and perhaps Shakespeare’s, since of all these 
officers he has the largest part in the play) is Fluellen, the 
spelling of whose name indicates that the English tongue, 
then as now, balked at the Welsh double ‘ 1 

There are only three Welshmen in Shakespeare’s plays : 
Sir Hugh Evans in The Merry Wit/es of Windsor ^ Owen 
Glendower in Henry /F, and Fluellen. Of these, Sir Hugh 
is an amusing sketch of a pedantic country schoolmaster; 
Glendower a powerful but generalized portrait of a half- 
legendary chieftain with mystical fervour and the reputa- 
tion of a wizard ; but Fluellen is a perfect miniature of the 
Welsh character - volatile, boastful, quixotic and so pas- 
sionately literate that he questions everything that is not 
done according to the book; he knows ‘the disciplines of 
war and is fertile in parallels between things now happen- 
ing and the episodes of the heroic past. His endearingly 
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funny comparison of Henry V to Alexander the Great (Act 
IV5 Scene vii) shows his ingrained bookishness. As any stu- 
dent of the Renaissance art of rhetoric can demonstrate, it is 
done in accordance with the accepted form of the ‘compari- 
son beginning with a mention of the birthplaces of the two 
heroes, and going on via a description of the natural features 
of the places (‘ there is salmons in both ’) to a comparison of 
their two characters. In the course of this delicious foolery 
(on Shakespeare’s part, that is : to Fluellen it is deadly seri- 
ous) we suddenly get one of those small dramatic shocks that 
abound in Shakespeare. Fluellen unexpectedly throws in a 
reference to the rejection of Faistafl. 

If you mark Alexander’s life well, Harry of Monmouth’s life 
is come after it indifferent well; for there is figures in all 
things. Alexander - God knows, and you know - in his rages, 
and his furies, and his wraths, and his cholers, and his moods, 
and his displeasures, and his indignations, and also being a 
little intoxicates in his prains, did, in his ales and his angers, 
look you, kill his best friend, Cleitus. 

GOWER : Our king is not like him in that: he never kill’d any of 
his friends. 

fluellen: It is not well done, mark you now, to take the tales 
out of my mouth ere it is made and finished. I speak but in the 
figures and comparisons of it ; as Alexander kill’d his friend 
Cleitus, being in his ales and his cups, so also Harry Mon- 
mouth, being in his right wits and his good judgements, 
turn’d away ie fat knight with the great belly doublet. 

Fluellen, at least, has no doubt of the rightness of Henry’s 
decision : where the pagan Alexander killed his general Clei- 
tus in a fit of temper at a banquet, the Christian Henry 
turned Falstaff away ‘in his right wits and his good judge- 
ments’. There is seriousness everywhere in this play. Its dig- 
nified epic atmosphere permits of lighter passages, but never 
of simple knockabout. 

With Henry F, the long and splendid series of Shake- 
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speare’s English historical plays is over. A national pat- 
riotic epic ? Yes, but also a sober and realistic discussion of 
the realities of honour and kingship: and, in the low-life 
scenes, a disenchanted view of what life was likely to be for 
the common man. It is noteworthy that the comic rapscal- 
lions of Falstafl’s crew do not share the immunity to physi- 
cal harm that most writers give their comic characters; in 
Henry F, we learn that Nym and Bardolph have been 
hanged, and that Mrs Quickly and Doll Tearsheet are dead, 
the latter from venereal disease. No one could feel that 
Shakespeare, however patriotic his mood, was out to white- 
wash English life or the English people. 

On the other side, we may legitimately set the great power 
of the patriotic idea as it burns through these plays. From the 
great arias in praise of England ~ Falconbridge in King 
]okny Gaunt in Richard //, King Henry before the field of 
Agincourt - to the essential good humour and sanity of the 
common people as they make their fleeting appearances, we 
can feel Shakespeare’s pride of nationality, his urgent wish 
that Englishmen should stand together and defend their 
country and their way of life. That way of life included a 
great deal that was treacherous, venal and brutal. But at 
bottom it was sound and admirable. So Shakespeare felt, 
and so he makes us feel when we see or read these plays. The 
voice from the bottom of the heap, the voice of the under- 
dog, the private soldier, the man who carries the weight of 
the whole set-up on his back, is neither a whine nor a snarl. 
It is the voice of little Feeble, the woman’s tailor, marching 
off to the wars from which his well-fed neighbours have 
bought themselves out. ‘By my troth, I care not; a man can 
die but once ; we owe God a death : I’ll ne’er bear a base 
mind : an’t be my destiny, so; an’t be not, so ; no man’s too 
good to serve ’s prince 
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Shakespeare’s comedies handle themes not unlike those 
of his tragedies. They face the problems of human wrong- 
doing and sufferings and the struggle of man to organize 
himself into a social order without doing violence to his 
fundamental nature - which involves, first of all, making up 
one’s mind what that nature is. To read these plays atten- 
tively is, as well as a delightful amusement, a good prepara- 
tion for the more challenging experience of the tragedies. 

Like most people, when I speak of Shakespeare’s 'come- 
dies’ I mean the group of straight comedies he wrote be- 
tween T he Comedy of Errors {c, 1594) and T weljth Night 
{c. 1601). The title of 'comedy’ has also been given to the 
final group of four plays with happy endings, but it is more 
helpful to follow the convention of grouping these apart 
under the name ‘romances’. There are, besides, two plays 
With a bitter, questioning tone but no tragic ending, Mea- 
sure for Measure and AlVs Well that Ends Well^ both of 
which date from well inside the period in which Shake- 
speare’s mind was working mainly on tragic material ; but 
these again are usually put into a separate category, one that 
also includes the savagely mordant Trotlus and Cressida. 
We shall discuss these plays in their turn, but first we must 
deal with the so-called ‘golden comedies’, those in which 
Shakespeare is content to work as a pure practitioner of his 
own kind of comic drama. 

What is this kind ? Nevill Coghill, in his essay, ‘The Basis 
of Shakespearean Comedy’, indicates a helpful starting- 
point. The distinction between satiric and romantic comedy 
he finds to be an old-established one. It was kid down by 
fourth-century Latin grammarians, who separated the realism 
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and harshness of satire, concerning itself with the vices and 
follies of people in a middle station of life, from the gentler 
glow of romantic comedy with its emphasis on young love 
and on the resolving of difficulties. Moving forward via 
Boethius, Mr Coghill finds a classic definition in the work 
of a thirteenth-century writer, Vincent de Beauvais: a \ind 
of poem which transforms a sad beginning into a happy 
ending. These two hints, joined together, give us a pro- 
venance for Shakespearean comedy. It is not satiric; it 
does not observe realistically; it moves from shadow into 
sunshine. 

From there, we can carry on by ourselves. Anyone can 
see the main characteristics of Shakespeare’s comedies. They 
deal with the question of how to live, and particularly of 
how to treat other people in our varying relationships with 
them, from business to courtship. They tell of love and har- 
mony, initially disturbed, finally restored. They contain low- 
life comedy, which always has an English flavour no matter 
in what country the main action is sited. Beyond this, they 
are firmly separated from the more familiar comic conven- 
tion which runs through Plautus, Jonson, Moliere and 
Wilde. In the work of those writers, the setting is familiar 
and the observed details are those of our everyday experi- 
ence: the action, on the other hand, is amusingly non- 
credible, so that to follow it is to escape from reality ; Wilde’s 
characters eat real cucumber sandwiches while conducting 
impossible conversations. In Shakespearean comedy the set- 
ting is fantastic, but the characters are credible. Realism is 
completely banished from the locations of the plays, and al- 
most as completely from their sudden denouements : it pre- 
sides triumphantly, however, over their characterization. 

I 

All Shakespearean comedy seeks to absorb violence and suf- 
fering into its healing and regenerating wholeness. The 
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Comedy of Errors^ at die very beginning of the series, opens 
with a grey-haired man being led away to execution. Exile, 
dispossession and the threat of death are the common back- 
ground of the plays. The foreground, of course, is generally 
occupied by one or more pairs of young lovers. The only 
activity which is taken with complete seriousness is court- 
ship, ending in marriage. The multiple wedding is as habi- 
tual to the comedies as the multiple death to the tragedies. 

Courtship, though frequently conducted in a light-hearted 
atmosphere, is an important part of the business of life. It 
makes a magnet strong enough to draw our attention con- 
sistently to itself and thus provides a centre which keeps 
these plays, with their many heterogeneous elements, from 
falling to pieces. Especially since Shakespeare takes us, in all 
his comedies, to the deep heart of courtship - which is, of 
course, self-knowledge. The reason why young people so 
frequently select the wrong partner is because they hold mis- 
taken views about their own characters. The first essential 
for a lasting love of someone else is a sound assessment of 
one’s own identity. Only when we see clearly what we have 
to give, and what we need from others, can we begin to be 
happy ^ deux. 

The familiar Shakespearean theme of appearance versus 
reality thus finds in the comedies a special application. The 
poet’s mind always dwelt with particular interest on the 
question of identity; Prince Hal seems a wastrel but is really 
shrewd and determined, Hamlet covers his inner conflict 
with a fapade of madness. But in the comedies this march 
and countermarch of self and persona is geared to the essen- 
tial purposes of self-discovery and mating. When Prince Hal 
and Falstaff act out a mock interview between king and 
heir-apparent, its motive on the prince’s part seems to be half 
a grim jest and half an oblique warning to Falstafi; but 
when the same basic situation crops up again between Or- 
lando and Rosalind, its purpose is wholly constructive. The 
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girl, in boy's disguise, uses the immunity of that disguise to 
instruct her lover in how she wishes to be approached. It is 
an elaborate sexual game, as solemn and intricate as the 
courting'dances of birds and insects. 

This pattern is most fully worked out in T welfth Nighty 
in which Duke Orsino and Countess Olivia typify the false 
emotion that comes with blurred vision, she hugging the 
memory of a dead brother, he absorbed in a masochistic pur- 
suit of her that grows more fascinating with each rebuff. 
Enter Viola disguised as a boy ; she loves the Duke, he em- 
ploys her as an emissary to the Countess who at once falls in 
love with her, and the tangle is finally straightened out by 
the appearance of her twin brother Sebastian, who pairs off 
with a grateful Olivia, leaving Viola free to marry her 
Orsino, the true passion in each case driving out the artificial 
one. The story is as simple and as contrived as a quadrille, 
but its monotony is no longer visible when Shakespeare has 
clothed it in light, gay colours, thrown in a tuneful song or 
two, and diversified it with the robust comic sub-plot of Sir 
Toby Belch, Sir Andrew Aguecheek, Maria and Malvolio : 
and, in addition to all this, has sent Feste to wander in and 
out of the action, spinning his web of poetry and melan- 
choly. With their aid, the debate on self-knowledge becomes 
multiple, ironic, supple; the simple conventions of girl-in- 
boy's-clothes and shipwreck-separated-identical-twms give 
place to something far more organic, not reducible to a 
formula. 

Even if Shakespeare had tried to work to a formula, he 
would have found it very difficult to keep within it. His 
mind is always running ahead of the task it has begun. This 
is true of all his work, but particularly of the comedies, 
where the enclosing form is frailest. There is nothing in the 
tragedies that is not made of the stuff of tragedy, and noth- 
ing in the histories that does not bear in one way or another 
on the problems of authority and kingship, but in the comc- 
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dies we are constandy running into material that threatens 
to tear the delicate envelope o£ comedy. Evidendy this en- 
velope never entirely satisfied Shakespeare. Time after time 
he set out hopefully in die cockleshell boat of romantic 
comedy, only to see it sink under the load of actuality he 
tried to pack into it. The sub-plot of The Merchant of Venice^ 
about Portia’s suitors and the caskets of various metals, is a 
good example. Shakespeare must originally have hoped that 
it would somehow stand up by the side of the story of the 
wicked Jew ; which can only have meant that he did not, at 
the beginning, foresee just how much emotional power he 
was going to send pumping through the story of Shylock. 
And when he did, of course, it was too late to scrap the play 
and start again with a better choice of sub-plot. The actors 
were waiting. Shakespeare was the opposite of that kind of 
artist who brings his work slowly to perfection, watching 
and waiting, simmering and stirring, making a fresh start 
and sacrificing years of work if necessary. He worked for a 
theatre that used up material at a killing pace ; further, he 
himself set a killing pace, always striding ahead to the next 
problem, and the next after that, while he was still grappling 
with the problem of the moment. Hence the high proportion 
of his plays that show some flaw, some imperfect stitching 
or unfortunate juxtaposition that would be rejected by a 
more fastidious artist. 

It is important not to be misunderstood here. I am not say- 
ing that Shakespeare lacked an artistic conscience. He was 
simply one of those artists who prefer to start a new work 
rather than go back over a flawed one. Such artists do not 
revise ; they learn their lesson and incorporate it in the next 
work. Shakespeare, in the course of a working life lasting 
less than twenty years, left us at least fifteen plays that are 
perfectly achieved, plays in which the most scrupulous 
craftsman would not change a word. We need not wonder 
that he left us as many again that show the marks of an 
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uneven pace, a too rapid development of one power at the 
expense of another. The comedies show this casualty-rate at 
its highest. Every one of them, except the two masterpieces, 
As You Lt\€ It and Twelfth Night, calls for our indulgence 
in one way or another : an indulgence we give very readily, 
in view of the superb material in which even the poorest of 
his comedies abound. 

The chief cause of imbalance in these comedies is, of 
course, the uncertain mating of plot and sub-plot. Much 
Ado About Nothings for instance, starts out with two plots 
very widely removed from each other in tone and idiom - 
the grand-opera plot of Hero and Claudio, and the comic 
story of Dogberry and his fellow-townsmen of the Watch. 
These two plots, which are direcdy geared to one another, 
inasmuch as the rustic constables unmask the villains’ plot 
and engineer the happy ending, would have fitted together 
perfecdy well ; they are insulated against jarring impact, and 
both have about the same amount of reality. Unfortunately 
- but even as I write that word I know that it is a hypocrisy, 
and that I don’t really think it a misfortune at all - Shake- 
speare has thrown in a third plot, dealing with the court- 
ship of Beatrice and Benedick, which has a beautiful 
observed reality, a poise and maturity, a refreshing humour 
and candour, that make the operatic mam plot seem ab- 
surdly unreal, and thus makes the Dogberry plot curve away 
into its own isolation. The play falls into three pieces. The 
youthful Charles I wrote into his copy of the play the alter- 
native title ‘Benedick and Beatrice’, and it is a fact that 
every reader and spectator of the play, from that day to this, 
has come away with a stronger memory of the sub-plot than 
of the plot. In fairness to Shakespeare we should note that 
he makes, in the course of the action, one mighty effort to 
right this balance. Having got his nuptial pair to the altar, 
and having to get through the preposterous business of 
Claudio’s denunaation of Hero, he puts his best foot for- 
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ward and writes a scene (Act IVj Scene i) which, in purely 
dramatic terms, is utterly dazzling. There are eight char- 
acters on the stage, and anyone who has ever wrestled with 
the problems of dramatic writing can only bow down and 
admire the unswerving skill with which Shakespeare has 
given each one something to say or do, in unflagging suc- 
cession, whipping the scene along at a pace fast enough to 
mask its unreality and yet not so fast as to blur its narrative 
outlines. 

If the harmonizing of these two stories had been less of an 
impossibly difficult task, Shakespeare might not have troub- 
led to throw his whole skill into this crucial scene, and we 
should have lacked a show-case example of his dramatic 
technique which, by itself, would be enough to jusufy the 
play. Formal perfection is well sacrificed for a reward like 
this. And very much the same is true of The Merchant of 
Venice, That play seems to have come unstuck so early that 
Shakespeare more or less gave up trying to press it into a 
whole. He seems, even, to be contriving additional compli- 
cations, to keep himself (and us ?) from being bored with 
the ill-assorted box of tricks he has to work with. The rela- 
tionship between Antonio and Bassanio, for instance, sud- 
denly blossoms under his touch into a lightly-sketched but 
subtle relationship between a rich, gifted and melancholy 
homosexual and a brisk, shallow adventurer with a hand- 
some profile. The play begins with Antonio’s sadness, which 
he is being quizzed by two minor characters to explain. In 
fact, there is no mystery about it; he loves Bassanio and 
must shortly lose him to a woman. The only reason he does 
not explain all this to the puppet-figures Salerio and Salanio 
is because they have no right to know the inner secrets of 
his heart. In the trial scene, when the chips are down and 
it looks as if Antonio’s generosity to Bassanio will cost him 
his life, the relationship between them suddenly jumps into 
life. Bassanio makes a more or less routine protestation ; 
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Good cheeij Antonio ! What^ man, courage yet ! 

The Jew shall have my flesh, blood, bones, and all, 

Ere thou shalt lose for me one drop of blood. 

As Nevill Coghill trenchantly remarks, this is 'A manifest 
lie^ for were it true, he had only there and then to run a 
rapier through Shylock and save his friend at the cost of be- 
ing hanged for murder’. Antonio, in his reply, does not 
even bother to take the declaration seriously; his thoughts 
are already turning towards death and sacrifice. 

I am a tainted wether of the flock, 

Meetest for death ; the weakest kind of fruit 
Drops earliest to the ground, and so let me. 

The ‘taint’ he speaks of is the homosexual cast of his emo- 
tions ; not, of course, that he need be presented on stage as a 
thorough-going, practising homosexual. But neither, on the 
other hand, need the point be masked behind a hedge of 
footnotes about how high a theme was ‘amity’ m Eliza- 
bethan literature, etc., etc. Of course it was, but it happens 
sometimes that a friendship between two people of the same 
sex will grow towards passion, and, as everyone knows, this 
happened to Shakespeare himself at one period of his life. 
Part of the interest of Antonio’s character is that he seems, 
from this point of view, to take on some of Shakespeare’s 
own features : not a full self-portrait, but a few brush-strokes 
towards one. 

T welfth Night is in all probability the latest of the golden 
comedies; the traditional Christmas merrymaking lasted 
twelve days, and the tide of the play perhaps indicates that 
these ‘revels now are ended’. In a general discussion of 
Shakespearean comedy, however, one instinctively goes to 
T welfth Night first. It is the finest development, the distil- 
lation, of Shakespeare’s romantic comedy ; what the others 
in various ways point to, this play is. Its predecessor and 
nearest rival, As You Li\e It^ is an equally successful play, 
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but less well adapted to be the starting-point for a surveys 
inasmuch as it has certain special features which make it 
untypical. The most important of these features, of course, is 
that it belongs to the genre of ‘pastoral’. But perhaps ‘be- 
longs to’ is too blunt, too rough-and-ready, a phrase here. 
What As You Lif^e It does is to play with the pastoral form ; 
now entering fully into its conventions, now mocking them, 
and in a third mood subjecting them to a grave, meditative 
examination. The result is a uniquely delicate blend : on 
the one hand a romantic comedy of love and adventure, on 
the other a debate, almost Shavian in its wit and irrever- 
ence, on an important social and artistic question. 

2 

Pastoral is an urban form. It is written by civilized and 
learned poets who see a poignant contrast between the arti- 
ficiality of their own way of life and the natural simplicity 
of the countryman’s. They do not, of course, wish to change 
places with the countryman and undertake his rude toil, or 
exchange their own refinement for his simplicity : but they 
are aware of the serious considerations involved in the com- 
parison. The shepherd, who appears to the townsman’s eye 
to enjoy an idyllic life, meditating and playing on his pipe, 
has always typified rustic simplicity and wisdom ; Christian 
tradition pays the shepherd the supreme compliment of 
making him the first mortal man to hear the news of Christ’s 
birth, and a similar episode occurs independently in the 
Greek poet Hesiod. 

At the very beginning of the history of pastoral as a liter- 
ary form, the urban poets who practised it are thought to 
have picked up some of their themes from genuinely rustic 
songs, written by actual shepherds. Many of these songs re- 
flected the countryman’s resentment at being patronized by 
the visiting city man. They took the form of debates in 
which the courtier was put down by the peasant. The 
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seriousness and range o£ Shakespeare's exploration of pas- 
toral attitudes, in As You Lt\e It, is shown by the fact that 
when he came to twine together the various traditions of 
pastoral he did not forget this one: the conversation-piece 
between Touchstone and the aged Conn (Act III, Scene ii) 
IS a perfect little example of it. 

Pastoral was a form much enjoyed by the Elizabethans, 
and Shakespeare would have pleased his audience if he had 
adopted its conventions without criticism or reservation, as 
Lodge had done m Rosalynde, the novel which gave him his 
basic story. In fact, of course, he gave them something more 
complex : an entertainment which at the same time revelled 
in pastoral and quizzed it. The Forest of Arden (Ardennes, 
in the original French story) is as lovely and haunted as the 
‘wood near Athens’ of A Midsummer Night's Dream. To 
the banished Duke Senior, it represents both refuge and con- 
solation : overthrown and banished by his brother, he makes 
his way to the forest, and there lives a life which is specific- 
ally compared with that of Robin Hood, that lost hero of 
England’s mythical state of innocence, mourned in Shake- 
speare’s day as he is mourned in ours. And Charles the 
wrestler, who supplies this parallel, adds, ‘they say many 
young gentlemen flock to him every day, and fleet the time 
carelessly, as they did in the golden world’. This ‘golden 
world’, which Shakespeare would early have read about in 
the first book of Ovid’s Metamorphoses, is the classical equi- 
valent of the Old Testament’s Garden of Eden. Here is the 
full pastoral faith, resoundingly professed by the Duke in his 
famous speech on ‘the uses of adversity’ (Act II, Scene i). 
This forest (like the wooded Arden region which lay near 
Shakespeare’s birthplace and from which his mother pre- 
sumably derived her maiden name) evidently abuts on 
sheep-farming country, for it is inhabited by the typical 
Dresden figures of pastoral : Phoebe and Silvius, proud 
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shepherdess and sad amorous shepherd, and old Gorki the 
weathered philosopher. 

So much for the affirmation of pastoral values. It is whole- 
hearted and full of imaginative joy and tenderness, for the 
poet cherishes it as we cherish a dream that brings happiness. 
And when Rosalind is banished m her turn, and Celia elects 
to go along with her, what could be more natural than that 
their steps should turn to this same Arden ? But as soon as 
they arrive there a note of disenchanted realism is struck. 
Celia has brought with her, for comfort and protection, the 
'roynish clown’, Touchstone. ‘Roynish’ means coarse or 
rude, and the first words we hear Touchstone utter are peev- 
ish enough. To Rosalind’s cry ‘O Jupiter, how weary are my 
spirits!’ he answers sullenly, T care not for my spirits, if 
my legs were not weary’. Celia, sinking down, pleads T 
pray you, bear with me’. T had rather bear with you than 
bear you’, is his reply. And when Rosalind, trying to strike 
a cheerful note, says ‘Well, this is the forest of Arden’, 
Touchstone comes back sourly, ‘Ay, now am I in Arden ; 
the more fool I ; when I was at home I was m a better place : 
but travellers must be content’. Wearied out, she can only 
reply, ‘Ay, be so, good Touchstone’. 

The two girls belong, of course, to the pastoral world, as 
firmly as the Duke and his merry men. But they bring their 
awkward lump of reality, their intrusion from the workaday 
world, with diem in the person of Touchstone. And the 
Duke has his corresponding deflator in Jaques, the melan- 
choly man, who excels in pointing out the darker side, re- 
fusing to be pleased, casting a shadow of cynicism in the soft 
radiance of pleasing illusion. It is Jaques who maintains that 
just as the Duke’s authority has been usurped by his brother 
Frederick, so the Duke himself is now a usurper, thrusting 
into the territory that rightly belongs to the wild creatures, 
and slaughtering the deer ‘in their assign’d and native 
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dwelling-place’. Like Touchstone, Jaques is regarded by his 
companions chiefly as a source of amusement; on hearing 
that he is in one of his melancholy moods, the Duke pro- 
poses that they seek him out : ‘ I love to cope him in these 
sullen fits, For then he’s full of matter’. Matter for sport, 
one supposes, rather than for reflection. His function is simi- 
lar to Touchstone’s in that they both have to convey their 
home truths m a glancing fashion ; they may get in a shrewd 
hit now and then, but they are not respected as oracles. In- 
deed, when Jaques shows signs of taking himself too seri- 
ously, the Duke disciplines him with a stern reprimand. 

jaques: give me leave 

To speak my mind, and I will through and through 
Cleanse the foul body of th’ infected world, 

If they will patiently receive my medicine. 

DUKE . Fie on thee 1 1 can tell what thou wouldst do. 

JAQUES • What, for a counter, would I do but good ? 
duke: Most mischievous foul sm, m chiding sin ; 

For thou thyself hast been a libertine, 

As sensual as the brutish sting itself ; 

And all th’ embossed sores and headed evils 
That thou with licence of free foot hast caught 
Wouldst thou disgorge into the general world. 

Neither Touchstone nor Jaques plays any part in the story, 
as such ; their contribution is to the play’s atmosphere, and 
it is no surprise to turn to the source and find them both 
missing; they are purely Shakespearean additions. Jaques is 
brought in to make savage fun of the lovely pastoral song, 
‘Under the greenwood tree’, and to utter the speech (Act II, 
Scene vii) which compares human life to the artificial actions 
of players on a stage. This speech, largely owing to the needs 
of elocution classes, has become one of the most familiar of 
Shakespearean set-pieces, and is often quoted as if it were a 
gem of its author’s maturest wisdom. In fact, it is as superfi- 
cial as the rest of Jaques’s moralizing. His cynical conclusion. 
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that when a man’s life is over there is nothing to point to but 
an oversized babyj 

Sans teeth, sans eyes, sans taste, sans everything, 

is revealing, for to Shakespeare the word ‘sans’ was an affec- 
tation which betrayed insincerity. When Berowne, in Loves 
Labour s Lost^ is vowing to cast off his youthful attitudiniz- 
ing and express himself henceforth in plain, manly terms, 
he says to Rosaline : 

And to begin, wench - so God help me, law ! - 
My love to thee is sound, sans crack or flaw. 

ROSALINE : Sans ‘sans’, I pray you. 
berowne: Yet I have a trick 

Of the old rage ; bear with me, I am sick ; 
ni leave it by degrees. 

If he IS to express himself as an honest man should, the girl 
tells him, he will have to drop fashionable Gallicisms like 
‘sans’. So much for Jaques as a purveyor of Shakespeare’s 
wisdom. The chief function of his celebrated speech, as a 
matter of fact, is dramaturgical. Orlando has come upon 
them, his sword drawn, as they sit down to dinner; their 
courteous reception disarms him, and they invite him to 
feed, but he says that he must first go and fetch the fainting 
Adam. This presents an awkward small problem: the ac- 
tion has to halt for long enough to convince us that Orlando 
is really bringing Adam from some little distance, and the 
resulting gap can best be plugged by having someone make 
a speech that will hold the audience’s attention. 

Having created both Jaques and Touchstone, Shakespeare 
allows himself the luxury (a dangerous luxury, it would 
have been to a lesser playwright) of bringing them on the 
stage together and letting them see who can patronize most 
effectively. Jaques, interrupting the improvised marriage 
ceremony which Touchstone has arranged for himself and 
Audrey, doubtless intends to carry on the condescending 
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tone of their first encounter offstage; but Touchstone, not to 
be put down before his bride, patronizes Jaques first. ‘Good 
even, good Master What-ye-call h : how do you, sir ? You 
are very well met : God hid you for your last company : I 
am very glad to see you : even a toy in hand here, sir : nay, 
pray be cover’d’. 

It is in keeping with the play’s warm and positive tone that 
Touchstone should not be bested by Jaques, for of the two 
he is the more sympathetic character. His place midway be- 
tween the two worlds entitles him to condescend to the shep- 
herds of Arden - or try to, though he makes no impression 
on the simple dignity of Corin - but he willingly enough 
takes a mate from among them. The basic recognition 
underlying Shakespeare’s golden comedies is that love, how- 
ever romantic, exists to make bedfellows and fill cradles ; the 
multiple marriage at the end, bringing the courtly char- 
acters to their destined pairing-off and also propelling the 
Dresden figures of Phoebe and Silvius into a human rela- 
tionship at last, is completed by the earthy coupling of 
Audrey and Touchstone, and Jaques is wrong as usual when 
he predicts that their ‘loving voyage Is but for two months 
victuall’d’. 

The plot of As You Li^e It, like that of Twelfth Night, 
contains absurdities which, under the influence of the 
warmth and gaiety of the play, we swallow light-heartedly 
enough. The double conversion of the two villainous char- 
acters, Duke Frederick and Orlando’s brother Oliver, is 
sketched in with a perfunctoriness that saves the play, per- 
haps, from ridicule; if Shakespeare had not shown us so 
plainly that he did not care whether we believed in the story 
or not, if he had made it even a shade more credible, we 
might have tried to believe in it. And this could only have 
led to disappointment. We must take the action as a mere 
charade, and let Shakespeare ^uide our serious interest into 
areas where it has something to feed on. 
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Frederick’s change of heart, like Oliver’s, can simply be 
accepted as a donnee. But what of the haste with which 
Duke Senior and his co-mates abandon the forest and go 
back to their life at court ? That, certainly, is part of the 
play’s comment on the values of pastoral. The only character 
who freely elects to stay m retirement is Oliver, who in a 
spirit of contrition and gratitude says to Orlando, ‘My 
father’s house and all the revenue that was old Sir Rowland’s 
will I estate upon you, and here live and die a shepherd’. 
What are we to understand from this That it is the re- 
formed offender, conscious of the need to remake his life, 
who is most fit for simplicity } Certainly Jaques, who belongs 
to this category, has chosen to go off and share Duke Freder- 
ick’s monastic repentance rather than come back to court 
with the others. 

Perhaps. But the pastoral setting of sheep-cote and forest 
glade is not to be undervalued merely because the good char- 
acters leave it when their difficulties are resolved. For it is, 
like the wood in A Midsummer Ntghfs Dream^ a healing 
place. Truth and recognition are to be found there. Like 
Prospero on his island, which he also leaves as soon as his 
old life beckons again, the Duke and his companions have 
spent a fertile period of meditation and renewal. They have 
been m contact, for a time, with an older and simpler 
scheme of things. There are no supernatural beings in this 
forest (for the descent of Hymen at the marriage-feast is a 
mere masque-interlude), but there are immemorial customs 
and rituals, such as the ceremony of dressing up the success- 
ful hunter in the horns and skin of the animal and bringing 
him, so attired, into the presence of the Duke - obviously a 
memory, on Shakespeare’s part, of some immemorial folk- 
custom, living on in Warwickshire minds alongside the 
deeds of bold Robin Hood. A world where these things can 
still be met with, he seems to be saying, is no bad place for 
the powerful and the clever to revisit for a time. Certainly 
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the Duke’s aperfu, that the icy wind has a useful lesson for 
him, so that 

when it bites and blows upon my body. 

Even till I shrink with cold, I smile and say 
‘ This IS no flattery ; these are counsellors 
That feelingly persuade me what I am,’ 

commonplace as it is, looks forward to Lear’s self-discovery 
amid the tempest on the heath, and beyond that to the un- 
forgettable question hurled at Timon by Apemantus, 

What, thmk’st 

That the bleak air, thy boisterous chamberlain, 

Will put thy shirt on warm? 

3 

About 1599 a new actor joined the company for which Shake- 
speare worked. He was Robert Armm, a talented man who 
specialized in comic roles and approached them in the spirit 
of a connoisseur. Armin could sing, a fact which Shake- 
speare did not at first realize, if we are to judge by the fact 
that none of the songs in As You Lt\e It are given to Touch- 
stone; and he was a clever man, who wrote three books 
about his craft of foolery : Fool Upon Fooly A Nest of Nin- 
nies and Quips Upon Questions, 

Before Armin, the company’s principal funny man had 
been Will Kempe, who seems to have been a knockabout 
comedian, excellent at portraying simple laughable fellows 
like Dogberry and Bottom the Weaver, but less able to rope 
with a part that called for quickness of wit and subtleties of 
light and shade. Armin’s appointment was an excellent thing 
for English literature; without him we should probably have 
had no Feste, no Touchstone, and no Fool in King hear. 

In showing his wealthy and high-born characters as con- 
noisseurs of ‘fooling’, Shakespeare was reflecting contem- 
porary life. The court jester was an ancient institution. His 
lineage was complex : on the one hand his ancestors were 
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idiots and freaks of natnrCj on the other they were quick- 
witted professional entertainers. 

To take the first strain first, we need only note that the cus- 
tom of keeping imbeciles or dwarfs as pets was already well- 
estabhshed in Roman times. A strangely deformed human 
being, whether in body or mind, was sought after by the rich 
and curious as a collector's item. In ancient Rome, idiots 
were bought by public auction at a market specially held for 
the purpose. During the Christian era, the practice contin- 
ued to spread. Not only kings and nobles but rich and power- 
ful priests would keep their simpletons for the sake of the fun 
they provided. Revolting? Perhaps. But the idiots them- 
selves, if allowed a choice, would be quite likely to prefer 
such a life to the modern practice of tidying them away into 
‘institutions'. There are people in England today who have 
been in lunatic asylums for fifty and sixty years ; if I were an 
imbecile I think I would rather spend my life at a sixteenth- 
century court. Especially since, while modern people regard 
an idiot as a piece of obscene debris, to be swept under the 
carpet and left there, the Middle Ages had a certain rev- 
erence - superstitious, if you will, but a reverence - for the 
‘natural ' who might at any time utter a piece of inspired wis- 
dom ; the tradition of the holy madman was well grounded 
in Scripture and elsewhere. Thus the half-wit wandered un- 
checked through the great medieval and renaissance house- 
holds, uttering sublime impertinences which would have 
cost a sane man his life. 

The professional funny man, whose wits were very much 
about him, tended to merge into this background. He was, 
of course, related to the minstrel and that other and more 
grotesque figure, the joculator, who roamed Europe after the 
dying-out of the Roman stage and became the French png- 
leur and the English juggler. Unlike the minstrel, the jocu- 
lator went in for antics and satiric aggressiveness. Originally 
a travelling entertainer, the joculator^ or jester early 
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began to attach himself to a court or great household that 
would offer him shelter and protection. Finding the natural 
half-wit already established there, he tended to adopt the 
same role. So that the ‘fool by nature’ and the ‘fool by art’ 
were both contained within the ample tradition which Shake- 
speare inherited. 

The custom of keeping a Fool was in full force during 
Shakespeare’s lifetime and did not die out till more than a 
hundred years after his death (the last recorded one died m 
1728) ; we must not, therefore, think of the modey-clothed, 
‘all-licensed’ figure as a piece of fantastic imagination but as 
sober observation and realism. Comedy is more intellectual 
than tragedy, which no doubt explains why Touchstone and 
Feste are sharp fellows who live on their wits while the Fool 
in King Lear is more of a ‘ natural 

Both Touchstone and Feste are skilled entertainers whose 
employers judge their performances critically. Feste, when 
we first meet him, is threatened with dismissal or even (if 
Malvolio is to be believed) with hanging, for disobedience 
and failure to please. Olivia’s first words to him are ‘Go to, 
y’ are a dry fool ; I’ll no more of you’. ‘Wit, an’t be thy will’, 
he breathes, ‘put me into good fooling ^ ’ And then proceeds 
to enchant her. Touchstone is never in danger of being turned 
away; there is a bond of genuine love between him and 
Celia, and when we see them together we remember Yorick, 
so beloved by the child Hamlet (‘he hath borne me on his 
back a thousand times . . . here hung those lips that I have 
kiss’d I know not how oft’). But Touchstone, too, is put on 
his mettle ; when Jaques brings him before the Duke and his 
court, it IS with the pride of a man introducing a discovery. 
Touchstone obliges by rattling off a long set-piece, obviously 
polished through the years, about ‘a quarrel on the seventh 
cause’, the Retort Courteous, the Quip Modest, the Reply 
Churlish, the Reproof Valiant, the Countercheck Quarrel- 
some, the Lie Circumstantial and the Lie Direct : a cascade 
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o£ professionally-contrived nonsense. Jaques breaks into spon- 
taneous applause with ‘ Is not this a rare fellow, my lord ? ' 
and the Duke smilingly agrees, ‘He uses his folly as a stalk- 
ing-horse, and under the presentation of that he shoots his 

Wit’. 

The characters of Touchstone and Feste, in fact, are 
adapted, with a beautiful inventive delicacy, to the plays in 
which they figure. As You Li\e for all its sharp-witted 
atmosphere of debate, is very much a play of the heart, warm 
and generous. It administers rebuke and correction, but very 
lighdy and gently. It contains nothing like the humiliation 
of Malvolio or even the harsh dismissal of Sir Andrew Ague- 
cheek, whose relationship with Sir Toby is precisely the same 
that Roderigo will soon have with lago. Twelfth Nighty 
though its lyrical quality makes it magical, is really the end 
of the line. Twelfth Night is here, and soon we shall be un- 
pinning the decorations and facing bleak reality. Already 
there is a sharp nipping air blowing from the tragedies : not 
merely in the harsh nature of some of the action - for this, 
as we have seen, has been a feature of Shakespearean comedy 
from the beginning - but in the disenchanted note that 
sounds, somewhere, in its most Mozartian harmonies. Feste 
acts as the vehicle of this disenchantment. He is not only 
cleverer than the other characters but also - it is not quite the 
same thing - more ‘intellectual ’. Touchstone uses his wit as 
a stalking-horse, no doubt, but Feste uses his as the weapon 
with which he defends himself and carves out a place in a 
world basically hostile. In that indefinable Shakespearean 
way in which we are made to sense a biography behind every 
character, we feel that Feste has needs and problems that 
Touchstone would never have to face. Touchstone, loved 
and protected like a child, can afford to make up in warmth 
what he lacks in wit; he can even grumble and be a nuis- 
ance; he will always be kept on, because life would not 
be the same without him. He doesn \ it is evident, need 
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moneys whereas Feste is twice shown using his foolery to 
wheedle coin out of people he talks to, and the relationship 
IS one of wit-pedlar to customer - if his nonsense amuses 
them enough they pay up. With Duke Orsino (Act V, Scene 
i) he keeps it up so determinedly that, having been paid twice 
and still coming back for more, he is dismissed - rather 
curtly, I fancy - with ‘You can fool no more money out of 
me at this throw’. 

Feste would have been out of place in As You Li\e It; he 
fits perfectly in Twelfth Night because his cold eye sees 
through all pretence, and the play turns on pretences, con- 
scious and unconscious. The chastisement of Orsino and 
Olivia IS gentle, because they are noble characters and all that 
is necessary is to awake them to love. Malvolio, whose de- 
lusion springs from egotism (‘You are sick of self-love’, 
Olivia tells him m their first scene together), is corrected 
harshly, even cruelly; unlike the unsympathetic characters 
in As You Li\€ It^ he is not allowed to see the light at the 
end of the play; he goes off snarling about revenge. Feste, 
naturally, plays no part in the love-story, but he sees exactly 
what kind of mistake his mistress is making, and even 
exercises his privilege of telling her the truth to her face in 
Act I, Scene v. (‘The more fool, madonna, to mourn for 
your brother’s soul being in heaven’.) He does the same thing 
for Orsino in Act II, Scene iv ; asked for ‘the song we had 
last night’, he obliges with ‘Come away, come away, death’, 
which with its slight elegance and its exaggerated mournful- 
ness hits off exactly the tinsel nature of Orsmo’s emotions. In 
their dialogue afterwards he even hints at the forthcoming 
switch in these emotions (‘the tailor make thy doublet of 
changeable taffeta, for thy mind is a very opal ’). Nothing is 
hidden from him, the onlooker who sees more of the game 
than the players. 

Twelfth Nighty predictably, ends on a less exuberant note 
than As You Li\e It, There is the standard multiple mar- 
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riage, but joy and benevolence do not gather in the entire 
roll-call of characters. Sir Andrew, and of course Maivolio, 
are outside the happy circle. So is Feste. He has no Audrey to 
lead into the nuptial dance ~ it is impossible to imagine him 
with one - and his bitterness at Maivolio, justified as it is, 
strikes a jarring note ; it is his baiting that finally sends Mai- 
volio striding off, tight-lipped and furious. ‘Pursue him’, 
says Orsino, ‘and entreat him to a peace’. But Feste, who 
has so often carried messages in the play, does not carry this 
one. He stays behind and sings the song which comes back 
later, at the storm-centre of tragedy, to the half-crazed mind 
of Lear’s ‘poor fool and knave’. This, like his other songs, 
uses an empty-sounding form of words to hint at a percep- 
tion of reality. When I was a little tiny boy, a foolish thing 
was to be laughed at and enjoyed ; but the same attitude, 
carried over into adult life, caused me to be herded together 
with the knaves and thieves against whom all gates are shut. 
‘When I became a man, I put away childish things’, and 
with my innocence went my happiness. Women are a trouble 
in this adult life, and drink is an unsatisfactory escape, and 
perhaps the only facts we know for certain are that ‘a great 
while ago the world begun’ and ‘the rain it raineth every 
day’. The figure of this sad, clear-sighted man, as aware of 
his difference as Hamlet, as helpless before his destiny as 
Othello, stands at the exit of this garden of Shakespearean 
comedy. And as he sings he bows us out and closes the gate 
behind us. 


4 

It remains to consider the two ‘problem comedies’, Measure 
for Measure and All's Well that Ends Well, Of these, Meas- 
ure for Measure is by far the more interesting. It contains 
some of Shakespeare’s finest scenes; if all his other works 
were lost and we had only this play to go on, we should 
know that he was the greatest playwright and in some ways 
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the greatest poet England had ever known. But this is as far 
as one can go in unqualified praise. The play is no doubt 
Shakespeare’s most interesting failure, but a failure, all 
things considered, it is. 

Perhaps the most convenient way of getting a grip on 
Measure for Measure is to start from the story as Shake- 
speare found it in his sources. There were several of these, 
but the principal one was Giraldi’s Hecatommith (1565), a 
collection of prose tales from which Shakespeare had already 
taken the story of Othello. There was also an English play 
on the subject, George Whetstone’s Promos and Cassandra^ 
which added a few details but kept to the mam outlines. In 
this basic story the wicked deputy sentences a man to death 
for rape, is approached by his sister who begs for his life, and 
agrees to spare him in exchange for the sister’s virtue; he 
also hints that he will afterwards marry her. The condemned 
man begs his sister to agree to this, especially in view of the 
possible marriage; she does so, but once the deputy has 
had his way the brother is executed nevertheless. She states 
her case to the Emperor, who is about to have the deputy 
executed m his turn when she pleads for his life ; her plea 
successful, she marries him and they live happily ever after. 

This plot, rather like the Othello-story, must have struck 
Shakespeare as crude but promising. Obviously it wouldn’t 
have done as it stood ; the girl’s intercession for the life of the 
man who wronged her would seem insufficiently disinter- 
ested if her motive for wanting him spared was r^atrimonial, 
and in any case if she was prepared to be his wife it would 
argue that his original proposition to her was not so distaste- 
ful after all. On the other hand, simply to remove this from 
the plot would mean softening the deputy’s character by re- 
moving one of his crimes, the broken promise of marriage. 
Shakespeare solved the problem by having Isabella refuse 
Angelo’s offer, and inventing the character of Mariana, a 
woman whom he had once been pledged to marry, but had 
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rejected when her dowry did not come up to his expecta- 
tions. Whetstone had already softened the brutality of the 
original story by having the prison officer, indignant at the 
deputy’s callousness, substitute another and more deserving 
victim, whose head was then duly sent to the girl so that she 
mistook it for her brother’s. Shakespeare kept this detail, 
softening it still further by having yet another inmate of the 
prison die of a fever at the opportune moment, so that his 
head can be provided and no one need go to the block at all, 
not even a minor character. He then topped it off by making 
the condemned man’s sister a novice in a convent, so that her 
recoil from sexual indulgence would seem reasonably moti- 
vated even when weighed against a brother’s death. 

Altogether Shakespeare’s reworking of the Giraldi-Whet- 
stone plot is beautifully designed to engineer what he want- 
ed . a play about forgiveness. This, the only play with a tide 
from ^e gospels, is on the subject of forgiving them that tres- 
pass against us. ‘With what measure ye mete it shall be meted 
to you again Therefore ‘Judge not, that ye be not judged 
Claudio, at the beginning of the play, is condemned to death 
because he has got with child a girl who is, as he protests, 
‘fast my wife, Save that we do the denunciation lack Of out- 
ward order ’ ; they have put off getting married m case it 
should prejudice some arrangement or other concerning 
money. (Shakespeare leaves the details vague ; something to 
do with ‘the propagation of a dower’.) By making Angelo 
sleep with Mariana by mistake for Isabella in the dark (the 
conventions of Elizabethan drama do not allow tactile recog- 
nition of women), Shakespeare has him commit the very 
same offence for which he has condemned Claudio to death. 
In his own mind, of course, Angelo thinks he is committing 
an even worse one, and it is a subtle touch to soften his crime 
and bring it exactly into line with Claudio’s. 

As rehandled by Shakespeare, the story now has a beauti- 
ful dramatic line. Claudio and Juliet have a chance to get 
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marriedj but for prudential motives they refuse. Angelo con- 
demns Claudio to death and is asked several times to pardon 
him, but refuses. Isabella then approaches him and begs for 
his life, and he again refuses. He then makes his offer ; she 
indignantly tells Claudio about it, and he begs her to accept 
for the sake of saving his life, but she refuses. Meanwhile the 
busily schermng Duke has dug up Mariana, whom Angelo 
had once offered to marry and then refused. Angelo enjoys 
Isabella, as he thinks, and then refuses to keep his bargain. 
Finally, when the Duke sheds his disguise and reappears to 
distribute reward and punishment, he orders Angelo to be 
married to Mariana and then at once passes sentence of death 
on him. Mariana begs for his pardon, and the Duke refuses. 
It is at this point that Isabella goes down on her knees. After 
this long stnng of No’s, a large resounding Yes - that is the 
pattern of the play. 

This summary makes Measure for Measure sound a great 
success, but of course one of the difficulties of literary criti- 
cism is that it is fatally easy to flatter any long work, such as 
a novel or play, out of recognition, by boiling down the story 
and bringing its most significant features into focus. It is the 
moment-by-moment, page-by-page experience that dictates 
our final estimate. In this respect, Measure for Measure dis- 
appoints, if only because it goes off so disastrously after the 
first two superb acts. If the whole play had been on the level 
of these acts, it would have been one of Shakespeare’s great- 
est. Act III, indeed, begins with a scene on the same high 
level - the interview between the terrified Claudio and the 
unbending Isabella - but immediately, in fact in the latter 
half of that very scene, the Duke button-holes Isabella and 
begins a long, rambling narrative, couched for some reason 
in an over-written prose which seems unendurable after the 
swift and pantherine verse of the preceding few minutes; 
and in the course of it he tells her the story of Angelo’s deser- 
tion of Mariana, not as something he has just discovered but 
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as a knownj, loEg-established fact. This affects, retrospec- 
tively, the opening scenes of the play. If the Duke already 
knew that Angelo had committed an act of mean selfish- 
ness, his motive for entrusting the authority to him during 
Ms feigned 'absence’ could hardly have been what honest 
Escalus thinks it is - that Angelo is the fittest man for the 
job. It must be that he is observing and testing Angelo along 
with everyone else, and indeed he had said, 'we shall see If 
power change purpose, what our seemers be’. All this is 
acceptable enough, but we wish we had known of it earlier ; 
the third act is rather late in the play to introduce important 
evidence about the characters. It has the effect of making the 
Duke seem more tedious and paltering than ever; he is 
already a boring and unsympathetic character, one of Shake- 
speare’s real, unequivocal failures. He is, of course, one of 
those characters who have one foot in folklore ; to leave the 
throne and mingle with the people disguised as a friar is the 
kind of thing good kings do in fairy-stories. And on the level 
of symbolism he is evidently meant to be something like a 
divinity, a kind of puppet-figure of God. The trouble is not 
in the conception but in the execution. Shakespeare does not 
seem to have felt able to whip up any real interest in such 
a contriving, sermonizing waxwork; the dramatic tension 
drops whenever he comes onstage. Except once : the friar- 
duke is given a fine speech at one point, when he comes to 
the condemned cell to bring spiritual comfort to Claudio in 
Act III, Scene i, just before the fatal visit of Isabella which 
throws the youth back into turmoil. But even here, when he 
is for once allowed some fine poetry, the Duke contrives to 
miss an obvious opening; he is supposed to be a Christian 
friar, and in this play on an overtly Christian theme he 
might be expected to bring comfort by speaking of heaven 
and the forgiveness of God the Father. Instead, he brings out 
a pure piece of 'high antique morality’, derived point by 
point from the Roman stoicism of Seneca, and talks through- 
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out the whole speech like a man who has never heard of 
Christianity. If Shakespeare meant him to embody virtues 
of a Christian prince, this is an odd way of going about it. 
The only explanation is that the figure of ruler-turned-pnest 
simply failed to engage Shakespeare’s full interest. He found 
it impossible, in writing speeches for him, to keep his mind 
fully on what he was doing. Anyone who has ever sat down 
to write a work of fiction will know that the characters who 
bore the author, who owe their presence in the story solely 
to Its schematic requirements, usually show this kind of loss 
of grip. 

At all events, it is hard to agree with the view taken by Mr 
Wilson Knight and critics under his influence, who tend to 
try to get the Duke taken at his full face value and treated 
with a quasi-religious reverence. This view ignores his self- 
importance (he IS furious with the comic-relief character, 
Lucio, for saying unkind things about him m the belief that 
he IS talking to someone else) ; and also his cowardice (he 
specifically tells Friar Thomas in Act I, Scene iii, that his 
reason for leaving his authority temporarily m Angelo’s 
hands is that he wants the old laws about chastity enforced, 
but does not care to do so because of the unpopularity that 
would result). This argument doesn’t seem to be wholly 
truthful, but it leaves a bad taste nevertheless, and is certainly 
not Christ-like. Altogether, I think William Empson is right 
when he says, in that fine chapter on the play in his Structure 
of Complex Words, ‘when the Duke buzzes from Claudio 
to Isabella, all agog, and busily telling lies to both, I do not 
see how the author can be banking on the simple-minded 

respect of the audience for great persons What makes 

the Duke ridiculous on the stage is the fuss he makes about 
the backbiting of Lucio, that is, precisely what makes Mr 
Knight think him high and pure 

Isabella is the other problem. By making her a novice, 
Shakespeare ensured her a respectful hearing ; surely a nun, 
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if anyone, is en tided to say ‘More than our brother is our 
chastity', because a nun would think that anyone’s chastity 
was better than anyone’s brother. Having got this far, how- 
ever, he seems to have experienced a failure of sympathy. He 
is continually giving Isabella lines to speak that show a cold, 
self-regarding righteousness rather than a generous holiness. 
In the interview with Claudio, for instance, the story de- 
mands that he should break down and beg her to save his 
life even in this forbidden way, and that she should refuse 
him. But surely, within this framework, it would have been 
easy enough to make her refusal a gentle and pitying one. 
Grieved that her brother’s fear was stronger than his religion, 
more grieved still that the sacrifice demanded of her was not 
one that she could make, she might have talked to him in 
accents of love and sympathy. What Shakespeare actually 
gives her to say is, 

O you beast ! 

Wilt thou be made a man out of my vice ? 

O faithless coward ^ O dishonest wretch ! 

Is’t not a kind of incest to take life 

From thine own sister’s shame ? What should I think ? 

Heaven shield my mother play’d my father fair 1 

For such a warped slip of wilderness 

Ne’er issu’d from his blood. Take my defiance; 

Die; perish. 

This is not holiness. It is affronted vanity. So, I am afraid, is 
her remark to the Duke, ‘I would rather my brother die by 
the law than my son should be unlawfully born’. There is a 
horrible egotism in the words. Then there is that blood-chill- 
ing remark in the very speech in which she begs for Angelo’s 

I partly think 

A due sincerity govern’d his deeds 
Till he did look on me. 
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Mr Empsorij writing as usual with great subtlety, has pro- 
duced the only possible justification of this repulsive remark : 
it is ‘pathetic that the intended nun should say [such a 
thing]. Her new sensual vanity seems meant to imply a 
partial awakening of her senses after the battering she has 
gone through; and her decision to marry the Duke is per- 
haps not so grossly out of character as critics have supposed 
The chief drawback about both Isabella and the Duke is 
that we don’t believe in their goodness ; it doesn’t come over 
to us with sufficient imaginative impact. As the wise and 
benevolent ruler, who, like the Christian God, puts his sub- 
jects on their mettle by leaving them to cope with their prob- 
lems under his unseen but unwavering eye, the Duke simply 
will not do ; he is too fussy, too self-important, and too clumsy 
in his incessant scheming. As the wronged, innocent girl 
who finally reverses the series of negatives with a grandly 
generous affirmative, Isabella likewise -will not do. Generous 
people simply do not say things like T would rather my 
brother die by the law than my son should be unlawfully 
born’. The parts of the play in which we have to identify 
with these characters are non-credible and unmemorable. 
What we do find blazingly credible, and entirely memorable, 
are the scenes that concern human behaviour under the stress 
of temptation : Angelo’s feverish interviews with Isabella, 
Claudio’s agonized plea to be spared, even Lucio with his 
philosophical joking about venereal disease. Those parts of 
the play which manipulate the material of folklore, and reach 
out for symbolic effects beyond that material, do not succeed ; 
those parts which concern themselves with psychological 
realism succeed perfectly. Once again, Shakespeare has tried 
to clap together two different kinds of material, and they 
have fallen apart. The symbolic manipulation of romance 
had to wait for its perfect development until the last plays ; 
the unflinching contemplation of human conflict and suffer- 
ing was what occupied Shakespeare ’s mind at this time, and 
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the inner authority of his genius would permit of no straying 
from that furrow. 

Very much the same is true of AlVs Well that Ends WelL 
The fairy-story of a girl who cures the king of a fatal illness, 
after his physicians have given him up, and, being allowed 
to choose her own recompense, asks for the husband of her 
choice - this might, in Shakespeare’s last period, have been 
carried off with the right blend of mythical authority and 
symbolic distance. It is no more artificial than the story of 
The Winters Tale, and no more repulsive than that of Cym- 
behne. But, once again, it is the folk-tale element that fails 
to convince. What does convince is the realistic analysis of 
the characters’ motives. It is as if Shakespeare had said to 
himself, ‘Given that this preposterous situation could have 
arisen among human beings, how would they - real, flesh 
and blood people - have reacted? ’ Accordingly, we have the 
utterly convincing reaction of Bertram : browbeaten by the 
king into marrying a girl he does not want, he slips away 
from the court and goes off soldiering, vowing never to re- 
turn while his wife lives ; once clear of the king’s authority, 
he devotes himself to the uproarious enjoyments of a disso- 
lute young officer, laying siege to the first pretty girl he en- 
counters, and making a close companion of Parolles, whom 
everyone but Bertram can recognize for a cad and a coward. 
Parolles fits in perfectly with the psychology of these scenes ; 
young men in Bertram’s position, asking for nothing but 
to forget their troubles and indulge their appetites, nearly 
always take up with worthless but accommodating pseudo- 
friends who have no genuine qualities; they are not ready 
for genuineness ; it is the emptiness and casualness of such a 
relationship that appeal to them. 

Bertram’s behaviour is perfecdy observed and credible ; so, 
for that matter, is Helena’s. In a fairy-tale, Helena’s motives 
would not be examined ; of course the goose-girl wants to 
marry the young prince, and of course we are all glad to see 
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her do it - as long as the action is confined to the world o£ 
fairy-tale. Shakespeare, having set himself the problem of 
transferring it to the world of realism, gives her at the begin- 
ning of the play a speech that reminds us of Prince HaPs 
soliloquy beginning ‘I know you all, and will a while up- 
hold’. It has the same rather unattractive briskness in own- 
ing up to a self-seeking motive. After her first despairing 
soliloquy (‘ ’Twere all one That I should love a bright par- 
ticular star And think to wed it, he is so above me’), Helena 
enjoys an exhilarating exchange of dirty jokes with Parolles; 
then, evidently heartened, she declares her resolve to seek, in 
the king’s illness and her father’s love, some way of getting 
Bertram for her own. 

Who ever strove 

To show her merit that did miss her love ? 

The King’s disease - my project may deceive me, 

But my intents are fix’d, and will not leave me. 

When her medicine works, and the king’s health is restored, 
she claims her reward in the teeth of Bertram’s obvious 
horrified recoil from her. This is realism; the kind of girl 
who engineers a marriage for herself is not the kind to worry 
about whether her bridegroom loves her or not ; once the ring 
is on her finger, she feels, there will be plenty of time to bring 
him round to her point of view, Helena has an egotism that 
matches Isabella’s, just as Bertram parallels Claudio; both 
are young men of weak character, put into an awkward 
position by the demands of the plot and finally extricated by 
stronger characters who do not trouble to consult them. The 
feebleness of the ending, too, reminds us of Measure for 
Measure ; we have gone so far into psychological realism that 
it is impossible to ^at a path back to the safety of folk-tale 
and romance; the hasty, perfunctory writing merits Dr 
Johnson’s blistering comment : 

Shakespeare is now hastening to the end of the play, finds his 
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matter sufficient to fill up his remaining scenes, and therefore . . « 
contracts his dialogue and precipitates his action. Decency re- 
quired that Bertram’s double cnme of cruelty and disobedience, 
joined likewise with some hypocrisy, should raise more resent- 
ment ; and that though his mother might easily forgive him, his 
king should more pertinaciously vindicate his own authority and 
Helen’s merit: of all this Shakespeare could not be ignorant, 
but Shakespeare wanted to conclude his play. 

The couplet m which Bertram enters on his new life of 
married felicity is a good example of the kind of thing Shake- 
speare sank to when his pen was racing over the paper in an 
effort to finish something whose interest for him was ex- 
hausted : 

If she, my liege, can make me know this clearly, 

ril love her dearly, ever, ever dearly. 

In both these two plays, what succeeds is the portrayal 
of humanity under the lash of the instincts. Angelo, who 
proudly denied his animal nature ; Isabella, who turned her 
sexual vanity into the destructive channel of a self-centred 
holiness ; Claudio, who first took the easy way by mitigating 
the rigour of a strategically long engagement, and then tned 
to take the easy way again; Lucio, who accepts that his 
instincts will drive him to be one of Mistress Overdone’s 
clients, and have hideous diseases in consequence - all these 
characters, driven on by their instincts, are paralleled by 
others similarly driven in All's Well : Bertram, the young 
male seeking freedom and adventure; Helena, hungry for 
the man she loves and ready to use any means to get him ; 
Lavache the clown, who desires his mistress’s permission to 
marry because he is ‘driven on by the flesh’; Paiolles, his 
cowardice revealed by a pitiless practical joke, clinging des- 
perately to mere animal existence. Parolles is humiliated by 
his blind drive towards self-preservation as thoroughly as 
Angelo by his blind dnve towards sexual fulfilment. After 
his cruel exposure, when his former companions have 
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contemptuously left him to his shame, Parolles gathers up 
the fragments of his life. What they add up to is mere bed- 
rock survival : breathing, digesting food, moving about. His 
first words, when left to himself, are the final soliloquy of 
the ‘poor, bare, forked animal h 

Yet am I thankful. If my heart were great, 

’Twould burst at this. Captain I’ll be no more ; 

But I will eat, and drink, and sleep as soft 
As captain shall. Simply the thing I am 
Shall make me live. 

His begging for life is like Claudio’s ; both are inspired by 
that instinct that keeps human beings and animals alive in 
any degree of misery. ‘Simply the thing I am Shall make me 
five ’ is the affirmation of a bitter strength that is left when 
all other strength is drained away. 

The blind fight for life; the ‘brutish sting’ of sex; this is 
the subject-matter of these two strange comedies. And here, 
perhaps, we can find the justification of the tedious and arti- 
ficial plot device of the bed-trick, which features in both. 
‘The story of Bertram and Diana\ wrote Johnson severely, 
‘had been told before of Manana and Angelo^ and, to confess 
the truth, scarcely merited to be heard a second time’. But if 
it must be heard at all, surely these plays provide the right 
setting : the mindless drive of lust, like the animal rush for 
survival, does not pause to recognize its object. As Helena 
muses, 

O, strange men ! 

That can such sweet use make of what they hate, 

When saucy trusting of the cozen’d thoughts 
Defiles the pitchy night. So lust doth play 
With v/bat it loathes, for that which is away. 

Love feeds on recognition and knowledge of the loved per- 
son ; lust, by contrast, is blind ; its patterns are laid down in 
advance and it feeds on whatever approximates to those pat- 
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terns. ThuSj while we know that m ‘real life’ Angelo and 
Bertram would soon have recognized the girls they were ly- 
ing beside^ nevertheless the episodes have their own kind of 
reality. Love enters into communion with people; lust uses 
them. 

I have been assuming here, as Johnson did, that All's Well 
was written later than Measure for Measure ; in practice, it 
makes no difference which came first. All that matters is to 
note that both of them, plus Troilus and Cressida^ were writ- 
ten during the early years of the seventeenth century. Shake- 
speare has already written Hamlet \ his ‘tragic period' has 
begun. The conventions of the ‘golden’ comedies, which at 
the best of times worked in an uncertain manner, will now 
no longer work at all. Later, after the cosmic explorations of 
the tragic years, the poet will win through to a new set of 
conventions, where the free imagination of myth and legend 
will be orchestrated with the searching truth of symbolic 
vision in a fresh series of masterpieces. But meanwhile, m 
these three comedies noiresj the comic spirit is struggling for 
survival in the harsher climate of a world of tragedy. And 
that struggle is unsuccessful. What we remember from these 
plays is not comedy, not the vision of a harmony coaxed out 
of discord, but the unflinching analysis of discord itself. 
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I 

Any artist works by means of metaphor. For the abstract 
and generalized appreciation of a truth, he substitutes its 
concrete enactment. This makes it natural for him to have 
certain images, certain situations, certain embodiments, that 
are peculiarly important to him and recur throughout his 
life’s work. In Shakespeare’s case there are several that come 
to mind; the father seeking his lost daughter, for instance, 
or the clear-sighted man who adopts a disguise and utters his 
judgements in code. But the strongest of these images, oc- 
cupying the foreground in no fewer than four major plays, 
is that of a man and woman who love each other, and whose 
love is trampled down by the blind purposes of the world. 

Sexual love is the supreme emblem of our personal rela- 
tionships. It is both primitive and sophisticated. Like the 
bond uniting parent and child, it is rooted in our biological 
nature. But unlike that bond, it is an affair of choice and 
will. We cannot decide to have one set of parents rather than 
another, but we can decide to have one lover rather than an- 
other. Hence the inexhaustible richness of interest. It is a 
wise instinct that makes almost everyone prefer a love-story 
to any other kind. But ‘The course of true love never did 
run smooth or it would be a simple affair of biology. And 
the truer the love, the more agony is generated by the things 
that frustrate it. When a love that is total, uncompromising, 
all-giving, meets an obstacle too strong to be pushed aside^ 
the tragic nature of human life is illuminated right down to 
its depths. 

Shakespeare returned to this theme so many times that we 
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may suspect that he £eit no one treatment could explore 
more than a corner of its interest. Certainly the four plays 
he based on it are entirely different from each other. Not 
only the nature of the impediment, but the relationship of 
the lovers, changes completely each time. To glance briefly 
at these four plays is to begin to appreciate the range of his 
tragic artistry. 

In Romeo and Juliet the situation is stated in its simplest 
terms. Two young people, citizens of the same town, under 
the same law, coming from the same caste, fall in love and 
their love is brought to tragedy by a senseless vendetta be- 
tween their families. There is no reason, other than sheer 
stupidity and bloody-minded pride, why the Montagues and 
Capulets should be at each other’s throats. That they are so, 
and have long been so, is simply accepted by everyone as a 
fact of nature, like the weather. That is, the roots of the 
tragic situation are not explored. It is simply a case of bad 
luck. When Romeo and Juliet have succeeded m outwitting 
their families, when they have come within sight of making 
their escape and starting a new life somewhere else, bad luck 
intervenes again. A letter fails to arrive m time, a plan col- 
lapses, and their love finds its end in the double suicide m 
the tomb. 

Shakespeare’s mature conception of tragedy had not, at 
this time, taken shape. He was still working to the medieval 
idea of tragedy as a cautionary tale, illustrating that man is 
never out of range of the side-swipes of fate. This is the view 
we find in Chaucer. 'Tragedie is to seyn a dite of a pros- 
peritie for a time, that endeth in wretchednesse’. High-born 
persons were the natural protagonists of tragedy, because 
tragic misfortune strikes at people who are conspicuously 
getting away with it, and thus open to the temptations of 
pride and forgetfulness of God’s power. Medieval tragedy 
did not site the tragic element within man’s nature, except 
in so far as that nature was corrupted by the fall. It was 
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content to point out the inescapable presence of calamity. The 
lesson it taught was one of piety and resignation ; man was 
to look for mercies from the hand of God and nowhere else. 

Romeo and Juliet is a medieval fate-tragedy. As such it 
can have no deep psychological interest. The impression it 
makes is one of pure pathos. ‘Never was a story of more woe 
Than this of Juliet and her Romeo’. And since everyone 
is responsive to pathos, it has always been a favourite on the 
stage. Shakespeare is still growing; he will do far greater 
things soon. But within its limitations, Romeo and Juliet is 
as perfectly achieved as anything in his work. It is a flawless 
little jewel of a play. It has the clear, bright colours, the 
blend of freshness and formality, of an illuminated manu- 
script. The eagerness and innocence of the young lovers is 
captured m words that are uncomplicated and memorable, 
and verse that chimes with a fresh, springy rhythm. 

Not that this play is without indications of the more in- 
tricate richness that is to come. In the figure of the Nurse, we 
are already entering the area of mature Shakespearean real- 
ism. She is a sketch for Falstaff ; Romeo is a sketch for Ham- 
let. There is a morbid, self-wounding streak in the young 
man’s nature that marks the dawn of Shakespeare’s interest 
in characters of this type. After his impulsive killing of Ty- 
balt, Romeo gives way to suicidal despair and tries to stab 
himself in the presence of Friar Laurence. This hot rashness 
recalls Hamlet’s stabbing of Polonius, or his leaping into the 
grave with Laertes. And the Friar restrains him with a vehe- 
ment rebuke that foreshadows some of Hamlet’s reproaches 
against himself. 

Hold thy desperate hand. 

Art thou a man? Thy form cries out thou art : 

Thy tears are womanish ; thy wild acts denote 

The unreasonable fury of a beast. 

Unseemly woman in a seeming man ! 

And iii-beseeming beast in seeming both I 
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Though hast amazM me. By my holy order, 

I thought thy disposition better temper’d. 

Hast thou slain Tybalt ? Wilt thou slay thyself ? 

And slay thy lady that in thy life lives, 

By doing damned hate upon thyself ? 

But where Hamlet takes us - albeit stumblingly ~ into 
purely tragic territory, the psychological premises of Romeo 
and Juliet are those of the early comedies. Characteristic- 
ally, those comedies concern themselves with the inborn, 
unargued stupidity of older people and the life-affirming 
gaiety and resourcefulness of young ones. The lovers thread 
their way through obstacles set up by middle-aged vanity 
and impercipience. Parents are stupid and do not know what 
is best for their children or themselves : that is a donnee and 
docs not have to be justified. Romeo and Juliet is in essence a 
comedy that turns out tragically. That is, it begins with the 
materials for a comedy - the stupid parental generation, the 
instant attraction of the young lovers, the quick surface life 
of street fights, masked balls and comic servants. But this 
material is blighted. Its gaiety and good fortune are drained 
away by the fact - also a donnee - that the lovers are ‘star- 
crossed’. It is, to that extent, arbitrarily shaped. It is a trag- 
edy because Shakespeare decided to sit down and write a 
tragedy. It does not build with inherently tragic materials. 
Where the comedies celebrate order by moving from dis- 
harmony to harmony, this play moves from surface dis- 
harmony to an almost achieved surface harmony, before be- 
ing dashed by a blow from its author’s fist into fundamental, 
irremediable disaster. 

To put it another way, the form of Romeo and Juliet is 
that of a shattered minuet. The two lovers first come to- 
gether in a dance (Act I, Scene v), and it is noteworthy that 
the first words they address to each other are in the form of a 
sonnet. A dance; a sonnet; these are symbols of a formal, 
contained wholeness. This wholeness is already threatened. 
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Tybalt has recognized Romeo; and^ though his demand for 
instant combat has been restrained by his host (a rare case of 
the older generation’s being wiser than the younger), he is 
glowering and planning revenge. The worm is already in 
the fruit. But the nature of the worm is not explored. The 
characters move in a certain pattern because the author has 
decided on that pattern. Romeo and Juliet are all ardour and 
constancy, their families are all hatred and pride ; no one’s 
motives are mixed, and there are no question marks. After 
the tragedy the survivors are shocked into dropping their 
vendetta, and Montague and Capulet are united in grief. 
Once again, there are no question marks. Nothing made 
them enemies except the clash of their own wills, and noth- 
ing is needed to make them brothers except a change of heart. 

A good many years went by before Shakespeare again 
handled this theme of lovers pushed apart by the world. 
When he did, he was deep in his tragic period, and had long 
since left behind the simpler notion that suffering is caused 
solely by the willed actions of human beings. If it were, 
people would only have to stop behaving tiresomely and 
paradise would arrive at once. 

Romeo and Juliet, wishing to escape from the feud-ridden 
city of Verona, had planned to make their escape to another 
city, Padua, and start life anew. The blood feud that dark- 
ened their happiness is seen as an infection as local as a 
pimple. By travelling a few miles, they can set up in a place 
where Montague and Capulet cannot reach them. For Troi- 
lus and Cressida, this is impossible. The warring camps of 
Greece and Troy make up their whole world. No one in the 
play seems to have any consciousness of a wider scene beyond 
this quarrel. In that respect it is a true Iron-Curtain drama. 
The unhealed breach divides the world. 

2 

Troilus and Cressida is the first work of literature by an Eng- 
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lishman which really captures the atmosphere of a world 
split by one hideous quarrel. Not until the mid twentieth 
century was this note to sound again, and then with nothing 
like the same deadly authority. It is a play drenched m cyni- 
cism and disillusion, demonstrating the sombre truth that 
an infected world is infected from top to bottom : that if a 
whole society bases itself on hatred and dishonesty, then per- 
sonal relationships within that society are doomed to the 
same taint. Troilus and Cressida feel a mutual attraction just 
as strong as that of Romeo and Juliet. In a healthy world, 
such an attraction could easily be the firm basis of a life- 
time’s happiness. As it is, they are breathing the corrupted 
atmosphere of the besieged city of Troy, which knows no 
other way of life than an endlessly protracted struggle to 
keep out the Greeks who are demanding the return of 
Helen. 

Here, even more violently than in the Elsinore of Hamlet, 
the time is out of joint. Everyone’s values are distorted. The 
only men of clear vision are Ulysses among the Greeks and 
Hector among the Trojans. Ulysses makes his great speech 
on ‘degree’ (Act I, Scene iii), pleading memorably for a sane 
structure within which men can work together; Hector, 
acknowledged the most heroic man of war in all Troy, con- 
fesses himself weary of the senseless quarrel and counsels that 
Helen be sent back. Even m Shakespeare’s most drab and 
disillusioned play, the picture is not all dark. The wisdom 
of Ulysses, the generosity and courage of Hector, cannot be 
snuffed out even by this foul atmosphere. 

The happiness of the lovers, however, is snuffed out. It 
has no chance to begin sanely, or to go on sanely, in such a 
time and place. Even if the relationship could have been free 
of the greasy finger-marks of Pandarus, even if no cruel 
chance had ordered Cressida’s removal to the Grecian camp, 
this love would have ended in tears. The evil situation ■“ two 
nations locked in an endless, pointless battle - spreads a 
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blight over everything. From that blight, nothing escapes. 
Neither the private virtues of love, nor the public virtues of 
war. Neither the political stability of government, nor the 
personal relationships which should be growing up within 
that stability. 

The sexual relation is twined closely in with the military 
and political situations. Helen’s fickleness has caused the 
war, and Cressida’s fickleness is a consequence of it. What 
glimpses we get of Helen and Pans do nothing to convince 
us that their love is any more likely to produce happiness 
than that of Troilus and Cressida. The prevailing sexual 
gaminess is very defdy suggested in the scene (Act III, 
Scene i) where Pandarus visits the pair with a request that 
they cover up for Troilus should King Priam send for him 
that evening ; and incidentally conveys by leering hints that 
Troilus will be spending the night with Cressida. His mes- 
sage delivered, the three exchange banter of an unsavoury 
nature, and then Pandarus offers to sing them a song. 

HELEN: Let thy song be love. This love will undo us all. O 
Cupid, Cupid, Cupid ! 
pandarus: Love * Ay, that it shall, i’ faith. 

PARIS . Ay, good now, love, love, nothing but love. 
pandarus: In good troth, it begins so : [Singsl 
Love, love, nothing but love, still love, still more ! 

For, oh, love’s bow 
Shoots buck and doe ; 

The shaft confounds 
Not that it wounds, 

But tickles still the sore. 

These lovers cry, O ho, they die 1 
Yet that which seems the wound to kill 
Doth turn O ho ! to ha ! ha 1 he 1 
So dying love lives stiU. 

O ho ! a while, but ha ! ha ^ ha ! 

O ho 1 groans out for ha * ha ! ha 1 - hey ho ^ 

HELEN : In love, i’faith, to the very tip of the nose. 
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PARIS: He eats nothing but doves, love; and that breeds hot 
blood, and hot blood begets hot thoughts, and hot thoughts 
beget hot deeds, and hot deeds is lovca 
PANDARUs: Is this the generation of love: hot blood, hot 
thoughts, and hot deeds? Why, they are vipers. Is love a 
generation of vipers ? 

®This love will undo us all’. It breeds vipers, whose poison- 
ous fangs are in everything. Not least in the language of the 
play itself, which is dense, murky and shot through with 
images of violence. 

The hot blood of love begets hot thoughts, and hot 
thoughts beget hot deeds, not only in the bedroom, but on 
the batdefield. The heroism which has treachery and wrong- 
headedness for its basis cannot be true to itself. And this is 
driven home by the shocking episode of the murder of Hec- 
tor on the battlefield. 

Throughout the action, each side has been treating the 
war after the chivalric fashion, as an exercise in personal 
courage and prowess. The leading warriors are not under 
any discipline, but take the field on days when they feel so 
disposed. The fighting goes on until nightfall, after which 
they troop back to their respective bases to relax and feast. 
Shakespeare’s attitude here seems tmctured with a grim sar- 
casm. War undertaken as a sport is likely to end as bitterly 
as love undertaken as a pastime. However, most of the char- 
acters are willing to abide by the code ; the fighting is an in- 
discriminate series of personal encounters, and there are gen- 
erally observed rules about not attacking an opponent unless 
he is armed and ready to fight back. Hector himself is a not- 
able exponent of this sporting theory of war, as we see from 
his conversation with Troilus in Act V, Scene iii. 

T R o I L u s : Brother, you have a vice of mercy in you 
Which better fits a lion than a man. 

HECTOR : What vice is that, good Troilus ? Chide me for it. 
TROILUS : When many times the captive Grecian falls, 
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, Even in the fan and wind of your fair sword, 

"Y’ou bid them rise and live. 
hector: O, ’tis fair play ! 

T oiLus : Fool’s play, by heaven, Hector. 

H IE CTOR • How now 1 how now 1 
T o 1 1 - u s For th’ love of all the gods, 

Eet’s leave the hermit Pity with our mother ; 

And when we have our armours buckled on, 

The venom’ d vengeance ride upon our swords, 

Spur them to ruthful work, rein them from ruth ! 

E CTOR ' Fie, savage, fie I 
T E. oiLUs : Hector, then ’tis wars. 

Then comes the supreme betrayal. Achilles, enraged by 
tHe fact that Hector has killed his catamite Patroclus - once 
again a poisoned love lies behind a wicked act - instructs his 
gang of Myrmidons to surround Hector and cut him down. 
He has already met Hector face to face, but, afraid to oppose 
him singly, has passed by with an empty taunt about not 
, feeling in the mood for a fight and therefore allowing Hec- 
tor a lucky escape. 

Be happy that my arms are out of use ; 

My rest and negligence befriend thee nOw. 

Hector, true to the rules of the game, allows Achilles to pass 
unharmed. He comes back with the Myrmidons, who clus- 
ter round Hector. 

ACHILLES : Look, Hector, how the sun begins to set; 

How ugly night comes breathing at his heels ; 

Even with the vaH and dark’ning of the sun, 

To close the day up. Hector’s life is done. 

HECToRiIam unarm’d ; forego this vantage, Greek. 

ACHILLES Strike, fellows, strike ; this is the man I seek. 

{Hector falls] 

So, Ikon, fall thou next ! Come, Troy, sink down ; 

Here lies thy heart, thy sinews, and thy bone. 
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He then completes the hombk business by dragging Hec- 
tor’s body at his horse’s tail. 

The double betrayal is thus acted out; for Troilus has al- 
ready had to watch Cressida yielding to Diomedes. Of all 
the plays which Shakespeare devoted to this theme of love 
knocked awry by the jolting of the world, this is the only 
one in which the lovers are left alive at the end. All the 
others are allowed the dignity and repose of death. They 
are not condemned to go on living with their loss. Troilus 
and Cressida are not so fortunate : theirs is the inward death 
of disintegration and despair. 

That fate is not traced in detail. To do so would require 
another play, beginning where this leaves off. (And that idea 
had been partly anticipated, a century before Shakespeare’s 
birth, by the Scots poet Henryson with his grisly Testament 
of Cresseid,) Shakespeare shows us the beginning of the dis- 
integration that will overtake the mind and heart of Troilus 
as well as Cressida. Their fate, in which they are united 
though apart, is, in the simple common phrase, to ‘go to 
pieces’. The separate strands in their characters will no 
longer cohere. They will lose their identity and become ob- 
jects rather than persons. 

The demonstration is brilliantly carried out in Act V, 
Scene ii, when Shakespeare brings Troilus onstage to watch 
Diomed’s seduction of Cressida- It is a wonderfully man- 
aged piece of theatrical writing ; Cressida’s inward struggles 
and hesitations, Diomed’s insolent consciousness of his 
sexual power, and the agony of Troilus, are all shown in a 
few lines with never a word going to waste. And beside 
Troilus stand two other characters of importance to the play ; 
Ulysses, who is giving him safe conduct, and Thersites, act- 
ing as usual as a cynical chorus- 

Ulysses, here as throughout the play, is the representative 
of wisdom and balance. Responsible as he is for the safety of 
Troilus behind the Greek lines, he has to use all his authority 
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to restrain him from breaking out and causing a disturb- 
ance in which he would inevitably be cut down. TroiluSj 
though feverish, is mindful of what he owes to Ulysses, and 
after each start he vows to keep quiet and control himself. 
The price of this control is, as he realizes, a temporary with- 
drawal from his own nature. He must not be Troilus if he is 
not to run mad at witnessing the defection of Cressida. 

Fear not me, my lord ; 

I will not be myself, nor have cognition 
Of what I feel. 

When the scene between Diomedes and Cressida is acted 
out, and Troilus is left alone with his unheeded compan- 
ions, he makes a speech in which the warring and disinte- 
grating state of his mind is perfectly conveyed. It begins 
from incredulity. His mind cannot admit the thought that 
the woman he has just been watching is Cressida. 

Let it not be believ’d for womanhood. 

Think, we had mothers ; do not give advantage 
To stubborn critics, apt, without a theme, 

For depravation, to square the general sex 
By Cressid’s rule. Rather think this not Cressid. 

He seems to be arguing desperately against an invisible op- 
ponent. And indeed he is : against fate. But Ulysses, feeling 
that his words call for some answer, puts in sensibly, 

What hath she done, Prince, that can soil our mothers ? 

The question has something fatuous about it, but Troilus 
answers in a courteous, though still stunned, manner. 

Nothing at all, unless that this were she. 

THERsiTEs : WiU ’a swagger himself out on *s own eyes? 
TROILUS : This she ^ No, this is Diomed’s Cressida. 

If beauty have a soul, this is not she; 

If souls guide vows, if vows be sanctimonies, 

If sanctimony be the gods’ delight, 

If there be rule in unity itself, 
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This was not she. O madness of discourse. 

That cause sets up with and against itself 1 
Bifold authority 1 where reason can revolt 
Without perdition, and loss assume ail reason 
Without revolt ■ this is, and is not, Cressid. 

Within my soul there doth conduce a fight 
Of this strange nature, that a thing inseparate 
Divides more wider than the sky and earth ; 

And yet the spacious breadth of this division 
Admits no orifex for a point as subtle 
As Ariachne’s broken woof to enterd 
Instance, O instance 1 strong as Pluto’s gates : 

Cressid is mine, tied with the bonds of heaven. 

Instance, O instance 1 strong as heaven itself : 

The bonds of heaven are slipp’d, dissolv’d, and loos’d ; 

And with another knot, five-finger-tied, 

The fractions of her faith, orts of her love, 

The fragments, scraps, the bits, and greasy relics 
Of her o’er-eaten faith, are bound to Diomed. 

Beginning fairly intelligibly, this speech becomes more clot- 
ted as we move closer to the centre of Troilus’s confusion 
and pain. It starts with a piece of conventional declamation, 
such as any Elizabethan dramatist might have managed. 
Cressida has changed her nature ; if beauty have a soul, this 
is not she - though she was the soul of beauty when she was 

I. No such person as Ariachne is known to mythology; it was 
Arachne who had a ‘broken woof’, when Athena, m jealousy of her 
prowess at weaving, destroyed her loom and then changed her to a 
spider (Ovid, Metamorphoses, Book 6). But if the intrusive *i’ is 
Shakespeare’s slip and not the printer’s, it is an interesting ‘Freudian 
error’ : Anadne was first rescued by Theseus and then abandoned 
by him on Naxos ; Troilus, who feels abandoned by the person who 
formerly rescued him from unhappiness, might very naturally run 
the two together ; it could be an efect contrived by Shakespeare, or 
the fusion could have occurred at a pre-conscious level. Anadne used 
a thread to guide Theseus through the labyrinth and thus win his 
love; but her thread, like Arachne’s, proved of no lasting avail. 
‘Though this be madness, yet there is method in ’t’. 
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true to her own self and to Troilus. But with the line about 
‘rule in unity itself’ we begin to move into more troubled 
language. If there is any singleness, if anything in the uni- 
verse is unequivocal and unambiguous, this was not Cres- 
sida. Except that we know that it was. ‘O madness of dis- 
course’ means partly ‘Fm talking nonsense’ {discourse 
meaning talk, conversation, narrative) and partly ‘reason it- 
self is mad, the nature of things is mad’ {discourse here 
meaning reason or thought, which as a noun is its chief 
Shakespearean sense). Discourse argues, as in a court of law, 
but on both sides, with and against itself^ producing bifold 
authority^ the split that disintegrates a human being. Under 
this bifold authority, reason can revolt without perdition, 
Troilus here begins to speak very obscurely, but in dramatic 
terms this is an advantage : it is right that as he moves fur- 
ther into isolation, the outlines of his character beginning 
to blur, he should utter a line or two whose sense is too 
clotted for the audience in a theatre to catch. Even in slow 
motion his words are not exactly clear. Perdition m Shake- 
peare means what it means to us - eternal damnation or 
utter loss. (When Fluellen says, ‘the perdition of the enemy 
hath been very great’, he is merely showing what a comic- 
ally bookish fellow he is, Othello’s ‘ Perdition catch my soul 
But I do love thee ! ’ illustrates the general use of the word.) 
This lets in a strongly Christian undertone, since the obvious 
occasion when reason revolted and led to perdition was the 
fail of the angels; the anachronism need disturb no one, 
since a few moments earlier Troilus has spoken of the devil. 
In the meaningless world into which Cressida’s betrayal has 
plunged him, Troilus cannot conceive of any further fall ; 
even a revolt of reason - a mad challenge to the created order 
of things - would not lead to any worse perdition, since 
everything is lost already. Alternatively, it could be reason 
itself that deserves perdition, but unaccountably escapes it : 
why IS reason still evidently in control, still not dethroned in 
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favour of raving madness, when it utters such wild contra- 
dictions ? Loss at the same time assumes all reason^ is per- 
fecdy credible, lays claim to full reasonableness, without re- 
volt \ ail nature does not, even Troilus himself does not, rise 
up and fight against this tragedy. The upshot is that a con- 
tradiction can exist, two opposites can be true at the same 
time : this is, and is not, Cressid, 

No wonder that Troilus then begins to pile up monstrous 
hyperboles on this basis of paradox. It is impossible to 
straighten out the grammar of the three lines : 

Within my soul there doth conduce a fight 
Of this strange nature, that a thing inseparate 
Divides more wider than the sky and earth. 

Divides could be transitive or intransitive; this thing in- 
separate (i.e. indivisible) could divide Troilus’s soul or it 
could divide itself. In either case, the shockingly irreconcil- 
able truths are clashed violently together with a noise of con- 
fused (and, It must be added, very clumsy) rhetoric. In- 
stance meant, as it does now, definite example or proof. He 
knows, because he saw it, that Cressida accepted the ad- 
vances of Diomedes; he knows, with the inner certainty 
that passion brings, that the bond between Cressida and 
himself is unbreakable. The only way out for his overburd- 
ened consciousness is to simplify itself and disintegrate in 
the process. 

Accordingly, at the end of the play we take our leave of 
a Troilus whose nature has narrowed itself down to hatred 
and the will to revenge. He has become less than human, 
)ust as Cressida will. The cruel intervention of the world 
has driven the lovers not only from each other’s arms but 
‘out of their minds’ in the most literal sense. 

3 

The jump from Romeo and Juliet to Troilus and Cressida is 

135 



THE LIVING WORLD OF SHAKESPEARE 


as wide as any in Shakespeare. From a tragedy written dur- 
ing the years when Shakespeare was mainly working on 
comedy^ we pass to a comedie notre written on the threshold 
o£ his tragic period. It is as if, as he entered the world of 
tragedy in which he was to live for five sombre years, Shake- 
speare suddenly remembered this early theme, handled in 
such bright primary colours, bathed in such fresh light, with 
only a dark splash of blood in the last act. Now, his vision 
of the world grown altogether darker and more complex, he 
took it up again. And not once only. Troilus and Cressida 
was written by 1603, in which year it was registered with the 
Stationers’ Company. Othello^ m which he next handled 
this basic theme of estrangement, was acted at Court on 
I November 1604. No more than a year or two separates 
the plays. 

In the angle of approach to the story, of course, Othello 
represents a completely new start. Here, the force that 
pushes the lovers apart is not military and political. It is an- 
thropological. While bringing in a villain to do some of the 
mechanical work of the plot, Shakespeare is actually basing 
his tragedy on the realization that human beings differ in 
crucial ways according to their background of race, of be- 
liefs, of tradition. If they differed so widely as to ignore one 
another’s existence, all might still be well. But in fact they 
are stiU capable of being strongly drawn to each other, across 
these barriers. Othello and Desdemona can still fall in love. 
And when they do, it is the differences between them, the 
uncharted gulf they have to cross in order to communicate, 
that brings them to destruction. 

Years before, Shakespeare had turned his attention to the 
theme of irreconcilable worlds existing side by side on this 
earth. In The Merchant of Venice he had achieved the first 
full-length picture in English literature of the Jew, who 
lives according to the laws of whatever country he finds him- 
self in, but retains always his inner allegiances. That early 
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play is not a success ; the frail shell of comedy is far too thin 
to support the heavy, intractable subject-matter which seems 
to have welled up from Shakespeare’s inner mmd once com- 
position was fairly started. No doubt he originally intended 
to make Shylock a stage-villain like Marlowe’s Jew of Malta 
(‘Sometimes I go about and poison wells’, etc., etc.). But 
once he began, the true predicament of the man shaped itself 
under his fingers. The result is a play whose essential interest 
has evaporated by the end of the fourth act. 

This does not greatly matter. Every fast-working, prolific 
writer knows the embarrassment of having a major theme 
creep up on him unheralded during the act of composition, 
so that the nature of the work changes as it goes on. In such 
a case the usual answer is to attack the theme more methodi- 
cally later on. So the interest of The Merchant of Venice is 
largely anticipatory. In the figure of Shylock, it gives us a 
magnificently credible portrait of the interior alien. Living 
among the gay and civilized Venetians, Shylock retains the 
gloomy grandeur and implacability of the Old Testament. 
When Antonio makes it a reproach to him that he lends out 
money at interest, he replies with an anecdote about sancti- 
fied sharp-practice from the Book of Genesis. Though ironi- 
cally subservient to the laws of Venice, and fiercely insistent 
on the letter of that law in upholding his ‘bond ’ as an instru- 
ment of vengeance, he is proud of not being essentially a 
part of the civilization he inhabits. ‘I will buy with you’, he 
says, ‘sell with you, talk with you, walk with you, and so 
following ; but I will not eat with you, drink with you, nor 
pray with you’. He relates himself to the other characters m 
the play by trade only ; the ferocious revenge he plans to take 
on Antonio is merely a ghasdy parody of business and mer- 
cantile legality. They retaliate by theft, both of his daughter 
and his ducats, and then by outwitting him in the manipu- 
lation of law. The final humiliation of Shylock, though it 
is horrible to a modern audience, has a certain crude appro- 
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priatencss. Shylock, in his grief and pain, has invoked the 
humanity he shares with them. ‘Hath not a Jew eyes ? hath 
not a Jew hands, organs, dimensions, senses, affections, 
passions ? etc., etc. Now, having him finally in their power, 
they insist that he should be baptized as a Christian. To us, 
it looks like the final insult, robbing Shylock of his identity 
as a Jew. But the suggestion comes from the wronged but 
forgiving Antonio, who is certainly meant as a sympathetic 
character; and, since Shylock has claimed membership of 
the human race, a literal belief in Christianity would dictate 
that he be saved from the eternal perdition which, as an un- 
baptized Jew, would otherwise await him. 

The disagreement between Shylock and the Venetians is 
deeper than trade, deeper than politics. It is religious and 
anthropological, an irreconcilable severance of life-styles. 
But the same play also contains another alien. This time the 
character is a mere sketch, but one that reveals how Shake- 
speare’s imagination was busy with the theme. Into the 
trivial and fanciful sub-plot about Portia and her suitors, the 
fairy-tale business with the caskets, there strides the magni- 
ficent dusky figure of the Prince of Morocco. Valiant and 
dignified, this character introduces himself with two of the 
most majestic lines in all Shakespeare’s work up to that 
point. 

Mislike me not for my complexion, 

The shadow’d livery of the burnish’d sun. 

In fact, such is his magnificence that we feel relieved when 
his part in the action is over. To expect so stately a figure to 
tread for long on the eggshells of the casket sub-plot is asking 
for one of those sudden collapses into incongruity to which 
the earlier Shakespeare was liable. Shylock is already out of 
hand, the play is hopelessly lopsided, and a more rounded 
sketch of this Moorish prince would wreck what remains of 
the comedy. Shakespeare, with evident nervousness, hurries 
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Morocco through, giving him a total of about ten minutes on 
the stage, and allowing Portia to trim off the episode with 
the perfunctory couplet, 

A gentle riddance. Draw the curtains, go. 

Let all of his complexion choose me so. 

But this proud Moor, with his kingly presence and the 
swelling music of his speech, stays in our minds when the 
clockwork action has chimed to its close. What would have 
happened if the story had suddenly become real ? If Portia 
had fallen in love with Morocco and married him.?’ How 
would the Venetians have reacted to him, and he to them ? 

Othello is precisely that story, except that Desdemona is 
not a self-reliant heiress but a shy, gentle daughter whose 
natural instinct is to obey. Her gentleness and Othello’s mag- 
nificence have one thing in common : their terrible helpless- 
ness. Both of them, in entirely different ways, are too high- 
minded to see through ordinary lying. Othello is like some 
huge man-of-war, aground in a creek, an easy prey to a 
boarding-party in a rowing boat. Desdemona has a natural 
guilelessness which, owing to her over-protective father, has 
never been brought into contact with the roughness and 
duplicity of the world. As a result the play combines two 
kinds of tragic suffering. And this, no doubt, is the reason 
for its brutal, almost sickening impact. 

The painfulness of Othello is dreadful. Samuel Johnson 
confessed that he found the scene of Cordelia’s death in King 
Lear so agonizing that, after his first encounter with the play 
in boyhood, he never again read that scene until he had to 
work over it as an editor. Personally I find even that scene 
easier to bear than the one in which Othello strikes Desde- 
mona (Act IV, Scene i) or the following scene in which he 
affects to take her for a prostitute - to say nothing of the 
terribly distressing murder scene. It is as if, in Hamlet^ wc 
had to watch Ophelia drown. And the horrible agony of such 
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scenes arises not merely from the pathos of Desdemona’s 
fate. We feel pity, though of a different kind, for Othello 
also. It IS like watching a noble building defaced and smeared 
with filth. 

Most tragedy comes into one of two categories: either 
the tragedy of greatness, or the tragedy of innocence. The 
appalled pity with which we follow the action arises either 
from watching a mighty spirit battling against difficulties so 
huge that in the end even he goes down in defeat ; or from 
watching some innocent and helpless being crushed, all too 
easily, by the casual cruelty of life. Othello offers both. When 
we are not aghast at the one, we are weeping over the other. 

As we shall see later, there are no large-scale villains m 
Shakespeare’s plays. The tragic suffering is unleashed by 
mistakes rather than malignities. I don’t, of course, mean 
that Macbeth murders Duncan without realizing that he is 
doing so, or that Lear curses Cordelia absent-mindedly. But 
nevertheless, neither Macbeth nor Lear is a ‘villain’ in the 
usual theatrical sense. Shakespeare left villains behind with 
his Marlovian phase. His last full-scale bad man was Rich- 
ard III. In the mature tragedies, the evil is either done by 
essentially noble characters under the influence of some tem- 
porary passion, or, if it is really cool, open-eyed wrongdoing, 
it is perpetrated by little people. 

lago is no exception. He is a sharper with a dirty mind. 
He moves nimbly through the action, keeping barely one 
jump ahead of the retribution that overtakes him at the end. 
A good many studies of lago’s character have been written to 
prove that he was a superhuman figure, a fiend incarnate, a 
superb artist in evil against whom neither Othello nor any- 
one else could have stood a chance. Most of these essays, one 
suspects, have been written by well-fed and well-warmed lit- 
erary gentlemen, writing in pleasant book-lined studies, and 
drawing on a comfortable lack of experience of ordinary 
human life. In fact, anybody who has been in the army, or 
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worked in a factory, or even just knocked about with his eyes 
open, has met lago. He is the sadistic sergeant who makes 
the men’s lives miserable while cultivating dozens of little 
arts which win the confidence of his superior officers. He is 
clever and quick-witted, within his limitations; he knows 
what It behoves him to know ; he has the skills that make for 
survival and coming out on top. 

The opposite view of lago’s character, that he is a force 
of bottomless evil, derives mainly from Coleridge’s phrase 
about ‘the motive-hunting of a motiveless malignity’. It is 
a pity Coleridge ever permitted himself this phrase, which 
reveals clearly that his attention had wandered from the 
play. The very opening words of the first Act give us lago’s 
motive. 

RODERiGo: Tush, never tell me ; I take it much unkindly 
That you, lago, who has had my purse 
As if the strings were thine, shouldst know of this. 

Know of what ? Why, that Othello had eloped with Des- 
demona and married her. And lago’s answer is perfecdy 
genuine. 

’Sblood, but you will not hear me. 

If ever I did dream of such a matter, 

Abhor me. 

As a non-commissioned officer, he is not in Othello’s con- 
fidence. The whole thing has taken him by surprise. And 
now, as a result, he has to talk his way out of an embarrass- 
ing situation ; for Roderigo, the rich and dissolute gull, has 
been waiting in the background, and handing out funds, on 
the understanding that lago will lead him to the favours of 
Desdemona. 

To keep Roderigo happy, lago launches into a recital of 
his grievances against Othello. He has (of course*) been 
passed over for promotion. And - again of course - the choice 
has fallen on a better-educated, less experienced man. 
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Forsooth, a great arithmetician, 

One Michael Cassio, a Florentine, 

A fellow almost damn’d m a fair wife, 

That never set a squadron in the field, 

Nor the division of a battle knows 
More than a spinster. 

And so on. lago thus has what he considers a perfectly ade- 
quate motive for hating both Othello and Cassio. Then there 
is his dirty-mindedness. To keep Roderigo in good heart and 
get some more money out of him, he assures him that Des- 
demona can’t be as innocent as she seems. But this may be 
only pardy a blind. Sexual innocence is something he can- 
not comprehend. He sees the small proportion of deceit in 
Desdemona’s behaviour - when before her marriage she dis- 
sembled her feelings and hid her intention from her father 
- and misses the overwhelming proportion of innocence and 
good faith. 

In fact lago’s smuttiness, the seam of debased and un- 
healthy sexuality that runs through his character, is respon- 
sible for some curious blind spots in which his normal 
shrewdness fails to operate. This is very true to everyday 
observation. All such men are clear-sighted except where 
sexual relations are concerned, and then they will believe 
anything if it is disgraceful enough. Before the end of Act I, 
lago utters an explanatory speech, in soliloquy, in which he 
makes the preposterous suggestion that Othello has been 

making love to Emilia. ^ , , , , 

® I hate the Moor; 

And it is thought abroad that ’twixt my sheets 

’Has done my office. I know not if t be true ; 

Y et I, for mere suspicion in that kind. 

Will do as if for surety. 

If any such absurdity is in fact ‘thought abroad’, it can only 
be by someone of very much the same type as lago - as Emilia 
herself points out later, when the subject comes up between 
them. By saying that he will react to suspicion by assuming 
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that it is true, lago is thus offering us a hideous parody of the 
state to which he will bring Othello. ‘To be once in doubt Is 
to be once resolved’. 

A little later, having begun his work by convincing Rod- 
erigo that Cassio and Desdemona are plotting adultery, we 
find him soliloquizing again, and now his fantasies are be- 
ginning to attach themselves to Desdemona. 

Now I do love her too ; 

Not out of absolute lust, though peradventure 
I stand accountant for as great a sin, 

But partly led to diet my revenge, 

For that I do suspect the lustful Moor 

Hath leap’d into my seat ; the thought whereof 

Doth like a poisonous mineral gnaw my inwards ; 

And nothing can nor shall content my soul 
Till I am even’d with him, wife for wife. 

Adultery conceived as an act of revenge ! It is exacdy the 
level on which lago operates. And the stupidity, the com- 
plete failure to assess the situation, that can lead him to toy 
with the idea of involving Desdemona in a love affair, 
matches the grotesque unreality of his suspicion of Othello. 

These are delusions, but they are commonplace delusions. 
All they indicate is that lago, like so many outwardly bluff, 
manly fellows, is slightly ill in his sexual emotions. His main 
symptom is an incurable low-mindedness, mingled vrith 
deep-rooted envy and a suspiciousness that leads him to 
wander into fantasy. Such an outfit does not add up to a 
very powerful armoury. If we play the amusing fireside game 
of scrambling the characters in Shakespeare’s plays, and 
imagine lago trying to outwit Hamlet, or Benedick, or King 
Harry the Fifth, we get a sudden glimpse of Othello’s vul- 
nerability. lago’s lies are such as only Othello could be in- 
duced to believe. And the suspicion in which they involve 
Othello is such as only a Desdemona could fail to dispel at 
an early stage. 

^43 



THE LIVING WORLD OF SHAKESPEARE 

Othello has wandered into Venice from a world of in- 
credible hardship and legendary strangeness. His life-story 
is what first captivates Desdemona; its romantic quality 
appeals to a city-bred girl who has been carefully tended and 
secluded. She really knows nothing about him, nor he about 
her ; they have not yet come to terms with each other’s char- 
acters ; they have nothing except the fiercely blazing love that 
will ultimately settle down to this comfortable warmth. The 
time for a mischief-maker like lago to intervene is now, be- 
fore the lovers have spent much time together. 

Othello is attracted by Desdemona’ s strangeness as much 
as she by his. She is a product of this sophisticated city world 
about which he knows nothmg. His grandeur, and the large 
simplicities of his conduct, make him an albatross in Venice. 
Like Shylock, he enters the glittering Venetian scene throw- 
ing the enormous shadows of an older and more primitive 
world. When lago tells him that he knows nothing of Ven- 
etian women, and must therefore accept his, lago’s, estimate 
of his wife’s character, he can only acquiesce. And having 
acquiesced, he can imagine no remedy except to kill her. His 
nature is geared to action, and the only action he knows is 
his ‘occupation’. 

Shakespeare’s drama, as we have said, is primarily an art 
of language. It depended on the direct transmission of words 
into visual images. So that a character who is set apart from 
the rest is always given a strongly contrasting idiom and 
rhythm. Shylock’s language is different in weight, pace and 
timbre from that of the Venetian characters in the play, and 
he is given two arias (‘When Jacob grazed hts uncle Laban’s 
sheep’ and ‘Signior Antonio, many a time and oft’), part of 
whose function is to accustom our ears to his individual 
cadences. 

Similarly with Othello. When we first see him, he is listen- 
ing to lago’s excited description of the hue and cry that has 
been raised for him by Desdemona’s father. lago has of 
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coarse provoked this hue and cry, and it is illustrative o£ the 
sh?ilc"v nptare of his olotcing, the way he needs all his luck 
to keep one iupod ahead, tnat he has como^etely misi adged 
me situanca between Otheho and the nobility of Venice. 
V/hen me torches of the approaching officers are seen com- 
ing tovrards them, lago prepirres to savo^or the sight of Oth- 
eho in retreat, and prompts him esgeiiv. 

Those arc the raised father and his friends. 

You were best go in. 

Othello, of course, refuses to run away from the officers, and 
answers in the vein of his grand simplicicy. 

Not I ; I must be found. 

My parts, my tide, and my perfect soul 
Shah manifest me rightly. 

it then turns out that the party, though they are indeed seek- 
ing Othello, have nothing to do with Brabantio. They bring 
an iirgeni: message from the Duke, requesting Othello’s 
presence; and tiie chief messenger is iago’s hated rival, 
Cassio. While lago is digesting his spleen at the wv.y things 
have turned out, Brabantio’s party arrive, but the threatened 
brawl is at once averted b) Othello’s calm authority. His 
‘Keep up your bright swords, for the dew will rust them!’ 
is one of the great signature-lines m Shakespeare, like Ham- 
let’s ‘A iitde more man Idn, and less than kind’, or Falstaff’s 
‘Now Hal, what time o’ day is it, lad - ’ - Imes w'hich imme- 
diatvely strike the keynote of a character and give it a flesh 
and blood presence. Othello’s slight conterr.pt for these ex- 
cited VenetiaTxS, who flash their nice new swords like toys, 
gives extra weight to his unforced authority. In a few mo- 
ments we are in tlie council chamber, and Olhello is maldng 
his speech to the Senators beginning ‘Most potent, grave 
and reverend signiorsk This is his first aria. It stands out 
from the surrounding dialogue by virtue of its slower and 
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more majestic rhythm, its sonority, and the romantic nature 
of its images. 

Wherein of antres vast and deserts idle, 

Rough quarries, rocks, and hills whose heads touch heaven. 

It was my hint to speak ~ such was the process ; 

And of the Cannibals that each other eat, 

The Anthropophagi, and men whose heads 
Do grow beneath their shoulders. 

The proud Senators of wealthy Venice sit attentive before 
this huge, kingly barbarian on whose generalship they rely 
for their protection ; he speaks to them of the world that be- 
gins where theirs ends. (And indeed, even in the twentieth 
century one gets the impression at Venice of standing on the 
frontier where a different and mysterious way of life begins ; 
the story couldn’t, so fidy, have been set anywhere else, as 
Shakespeare must have realized.) 

The essence of a kingly barbarian is that he has no middle 
range of conduct ; when he is shocked out of his grand be- 
haviour he falls straight to the level of cruelty and violence. 
So when Othello is driven mad by the suspicion of Desde- 
mona’s infidelity he does not stab her with an intellectual 
weapon, as Hamlet stabs Ophelia; he actually strikes her, 
and a few hours later throtdes her to death. And all this 
without ceasing to speak in the high, sonorous idiom that 
Shakespeare employs to set him apart. This idiom is never 
better shown, in fact, than in the murder scene, where Oth- 
ello’s preliminary speech (Tt is the cause, it is the cause, my 
soul ’) has a wonderful blend of the elegiac and the menac- 
ing. 

Like his behaviour, Othello’s language knows no middle 
range. When his agony is so intense as to forbid the use of 
his natural stately rhythm, he fails into delirium and utters 
broken fragments of speech. 

Lie With her - lie on her ? We say Ik on her when they belie 
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her. Lie with her. Zounds, that’s fulsome. Handkerchief - con- 
fessions - handkerchief ! To confess, and be bang’d for his labour 
- first, to be bang’d, and then to confess. I tremble at it. Nature 
would not invest herself in such shadowing passion without 
some instruction. It is not words that shakes me thus - pish 1 
noses, ears, and lips. Is’t possible? Confess! Handkerchief! O 
devil ! 

[Falls in a trance,] 

Other devices are, of course, used to indicate Othello’s dis- 
tance from the other characters. The whole episode of Des- 
demona’s handkerchief is one such device. lago’s motive in 
wanting to get hold of it is simply that he knows it to be ‘her 
first remembrancer from the Moor ’.To manipulate evidence 
to make it appear that Desdemona has given this handker- 
chief to Cassio ~ this is exacdy the kind of thing he excels at. 
And, as usual, Othello’s reaction is deeper than lago can fore- 
see. He does not merely value the handkerchief as a token of 
affection. He attaches magical significance to it. 

There’s magic in the web of it, 

A sibyl that had numb’red in the world 
The sun to course two hundred compasses 
In her prophetic fury sew’d the work ; 

The worms were hallowed that did breed the silk ; 

And it was dy’d in mummy which the skilful 
G^nserv’d of maidens’ hearts. 

Desdemona’s reaction is a Western, rational one. If there is 
so much sacred mumbo-jumbo attached to the handkerchief, 
it would have been better not to give it as a present. The gulf 
between her anthropological background and Othello’s is at 
once cruelly manifest. 

DESOEMONA I Ffalth 1 Is’t true ? 

OTHELLO : Most veritable ; therefore look to’t well. 
besbemona: Then would to God that I had never seen’t 1 
OTHELLO ; Ha! Wherefore? 
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desdemona: Why do you speak so startingly and rash ? 
OTHELLO : Is’t lost? Is*t gone^^ Speak, Is’t out o’ th’ way? 
BESDEMONA : Hcavcn bless us 1 
OTHELLO : Say you ? 

DESDEMONA : It is not lost ; but what an if it were ? 

OTHELLO : How ! 

DESDEMONA : I say it is not lost. 

OTHELLO : Fetch’ t, let me see’t. 

DESDEMONA : Why, so I can, sir, but I will not noWc 
This is a trick to put me from my suit : 

Pray you let Cassio be receiv’d again. 

Common sense, and a decent sense of the duty of helping 
a friend, lead the poor child to choose this moment to bring 
Cassio’s name up again. The two simplicities confront one 
another. And we all know what happens when simplicities 
clash. Neither knows how to give way. So that the tragedy 
needs very Iitde further assistance from lago. From that 
point on, it hastens to its dreadful end, fed by its own fuel 
and obedient to its own inexorable laws. 

4 

In his last full-scale treatment of this theme of lovers held 
asunder by the world, Shakespeare turned to the universally 
known story of Antony and Cleopatra. Here was a legend to 
call out his full powers. Once more it was a tale culminating 
in suicide, but this time the motives for suicide were far more 
wide-ranging than the simple emotional disappointment of 
Romeo and Juliet, Once more the union was between a mag- 
nificent barbarian and a product of ordered civilization. But 
this time the woman was the barbarian. And the quarrel in 
the background was no mere bicker between two Hellenic 
tribes over the defection of a princess, but the confrontation 
of the steady and legalistic civilization of Rome with the 
strange, beckoning world that lay over its eastern horizon. 
ShSiespeare seems to have had an instinctive understand- 
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ing of the problems that were to confront his countrymen 
during the next three or four centuries. He divined, long be- 
fore England became an imperial power, one of the most 
difficult problems of imperialism : how to stop your person- 
nel from going native. The nineteenth-century British ad- 
ministrator who dressed for dinner in the jungle has become 
a figure of fun. Yet there is a sound psychological basis for 
such antics. Once the emissary of a civihzation drops the con- 
spicuous habits of that civilization, and begins to adopt those 
of the people he governs, his authority declines. 

When the action of Antony and Cleopatra begins, the 
problem is not, as yet, much more than this. Julius Caesar is 
dead, and the Roman world is governed by the triumvirate, 
Octavius Caesar, Mark Antony, and Lepidus. Lepidus, a 
weak character, is already slipping down out of sight, and 
the effective rule is divided between Caesar and Antony : the 
one in Rome, the other attending to the far-flung responsi- 
bilities of empire in Egypt, And disturbing reports have 
come back to Rome which indicate that Antony, under the 
bewitchment of Cleopatra, has gone native, Demetrius, an 
officer newly arrived from Rome, is discussing the situation 
with Philo, a member of Antony’s staff; and, as they watch, 
the lovers enter, sumptuously attended, and Antony, having 
brusquely refused to hear the messenger from Rome, pro- 
poses to Cleopatra that they should dismiss all thoughts ex- 
cept those of pleasure : 

and all alone, 

Tonight well wander through the streets, and note 

The qualities of people. 

In other words, he no longer cares to keep a proper distance 
between himself and the Egyptian populace. A litde later, 
when the scene has switched to Rome and we hear Caesar 
angrily complaining of Antony’s conduct, this indiscriminate 
gregariousness is one of the gravest of Antony’s offences : 
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to sit 

And keep the turn of tippling with a slave. 

To reel the streets at noon, and stand the buffet 
With knaves that smell of sweat . . , 

It is true that Caesar is something of a prig, who feels no 
temptation to drink or be matey with anyone. But then he is 
another of Shakespeare’s portraits of men ‘that have power 
to hurt, and will do none’. As usual, this type comes out on 
top when anything to do with power and politics is afoot. 

Antony, meanwhile, is in thrall : not merely to Cleopatra, 
but to what Cleopatra typifies. The East, with all those 
undertones of mysterious sensual abandonment which disin- 
tegrate the Westerner.? Yes, partly. But beyond that, some- 
thing deeper and more universal. Cleopatra is not only the 
picturesque and unfathomable Orient. She also contains 
within herself all those elements in women which make men 
willing to throw away rationality, toss aside careers and 
security, and end up in rags. She is ‘the serpent of old Nile*. 
Her nature, as we see it in action in the play, cannot be 
simply described in a sentence. It is conveyed by a very 
strong current of imagery and symbolism. 

Shakespeare’s theatre used boy actors for female parts. He 
could not rely on having a real-life enchantress on the stage, 
to sway the audience into sharing Antony’s feelings. Accord- 
ingly, the lady’s beauty is, as usual, conveyed by verbal des- 
cription. In this case, by one of the greatest of Shakespearean 
set-pieces : the speech of Enobarbus in Act II, Scene ii. 

The barge she sat in, like a burnish’d throne, 

Burn’d on the water. The poop was beaten gold ; 

Purple the sails, and so perfumed that 
The winds were love-sick with them ; the oars were silver, 
Which to the tune of flutes kept stroke, and made 
The water which they beat to follow faster, 

As amorous of their strokes. For her own person. 

It beggar’d all description. She did lie 
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In her pavilion, clotli-of-gold, of tissue, 

O’erpicturing that Venus where we see 
The fancy out-work nature. On each side her 
Stood pretty dimpled boys, hke smiling Cupids, 

With divers-colour’d fans, whose wind did seem 
To glow the delicate cheeks which they did cool. 

And what they undid did. 

AGRiFPA : O, rare for Antony 1 

ENOBARBUs: Her gentlewomen, like the Nereides, 

So many mermaids, tended her i’ th’ eyes, 

And made their bends adornmgs. At the helm 
A seeming mermaid steers. The silken tackle 
Swell with the touches of those flower-soft hands 
That yarely frame the office. From the barge 
A strange invisible perfume hits the sense 
Of the adjacent wharfs. The city cast 
Her people out upon her ; and Antony, 

Enthron’d i’ th’ market-place, did sit alone. 

Whistling to th’ air ; which, but for vacancy, 

Had gone to gaze on Cleopatra too, 

And made a gap in nature. 

This passage has been endlessly analysed and commented 
on, because it exemplifies the Shakespearean power in so 
many ways. To begin with, it is modelled with extreme close- 
ness on the same description in North’s translation of Plu- 
tarch, from which Shakespeare was taking the story. In a 
superb demonstration of economy of effort, Shakespeare sub- 
stitutes verse for North’s prose, and changes hardly anything 
else. His main contribution is dramatic. He puts the speech 
into the mouth of the hard-bitten Enobarbus, a tough and 
unsentimental officer of the line who has seen women come 
and go in a soldier’s life. That it should be he who says, a 
few lines further on, that age cannot wither Cleopatra, nor 
custom stale her infinite variety, makes the description en- 
tirely convincing. 

Enobarbus, for all that he has seen and done, cannot 
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keep the wonder out of his voice as he describes Cleopatra’s 
appearance in her barge at Cydnus. Yet if we look over the 
description again we see that it contains nothing at all'about 
Cleopatra herself. What makes the impression is the parade 
of luxury 5 sensuality and mystery, so beautifully conveyed in 
the imagery with its languorous sexual undertones. It is 
taken for granted that Cleopatra is a beautiful woman. Yet 
no woman could make this impact with beauty alone. It is 
the barbaric lure of the world she represents, as much as her 
own attraction, that submerges Antony. 

I say ‘submerges’ advisedly. Not for nothing is this first 
formal portrait of Cleopatra - the first full statement of how 
she looks when seen through a man’s eyes - sited on a barge 
floating down a river. Cleopatra’s element is water. Like 
water, she is unbiddable and unstable ; immediately finds her 
own level ; wins every batde not by fighting but by absorb- 
ing the strength of the assailant. This is no piece of arbit- 
rary symbolism on Shakespeare’s part. Water is universally 
accepted as the basic feminine symbol. Each of us begins his 
life as a small fish, floating in the amniotic fluid inside a 
woman’s body ; and from this physical basis, the symbolism 
rises to its full psychological inclusiveness. Cleopatra floats 
in a barge for die same reason that Molly Bloom uses her 
chamber-pot in the final section of Ulysses. 

Antony’s absorption in Cleopatra is the absorption of earth 
in water. This is true at all levels, from the most superficial 
to the deepest. To take the superficial first, we need only note 
that when it comes to an open conflict between himself and 
Caesar, he loses, although he has adequate forces and more 
than adequate generalship. And the reason he loses is be- 
cause, under Cleopatra’s influence, he twice elects to fight at 
sea rather than on land. This decision is taken against the 
advice of everyone in his army, from Enobarbus to the anony- 
mous soldier who appears and suddenly calls to him, 

O noble emperor, do not fight by sea; 
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Trust not to rotten pianks. Do you misdoubt 
This sword and these my wounds? Let th’ Egyptians 
And the Phoenicians go a-ducking ; we 
Have us’d to conquer standing on the earth 
And fighting foot to foot. 

This soldier understands the Roman tradition : the firmness 
of earth typifies the heavy solidity of the Roman mind, leav- 
ing nothing to chance and thumping its way through to a 
predictable mastery. Water has no place in this way of life. 
But this is the Antony who, in the opening scene of the play, 
has exclaimed impatiently, 

Let Rome in Tiber melt, and the wide arch 
Of the ranged empire fall ! 

And by the end of the play Rome, in the person of her great- 
est general, has melted indeed : not m Tiber, but in the more 
treacherous waters of the Nile. 

Towards the end of Antony’s life, when he finally sees 
after his second defeat that the game is up, he calls his ser- 
vant Eros and begins to talk about clouds. 

ANTONY : Eros, thou yet behold’st me? 

EROS : Ay, noble lord. 

ANTONY : Sometime we see a cloud that’s dragonish ; 

A vapour sometime like a bear or lion, 

A tower’d citadel, a pendent rock, 

A forked mountain, or blue promontory 

With trees upon’t that nod unto the world 

And mock our eyes with air. Thou hast seen these signs ; 

They are black vesper’s pageants. 

EROS : Ay, my lord, 

ANTONY : That which is now a horse, even with a thought 
The rack dislimns, and makes it indistinct. 

As water is in water, 

EROS : It does, my lord. 

ANTONY : My good knave Eros, now thy captain is 
Even such a body. Here I am Antony ; 

Yet cannot hold this visible shape, my knave* 
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On a ‘realistic’ level, this musing on clouds does no more 
to advance the action than Gertrude’s botany lesson when 
she is announcing the death of Ophelia in Hamlet. Both be- 
long to the symbolic-poetic side of Shakespeare’s armoury. 
Antony understands the fate that has overtaken him, and 
enables us to understand it, by describing his ruin in terms of 
vapour and deliquescence. 

His element is earth : hers is water. When the two meet, 
the result is mud. Hence it is not surprismg to find a con- 
sistent thread of imagery about mud and slime running 
through the play. For these, too, are symbols of Antony’s 
predicament. His unrestrained enjoyment of Cleopatra, in- 
volving him in two broken marriages during the one play, is 
the mud into which a man dives when he cannot hold him- 
self back. And mud, primeval slime, suggests fecundity and 
the warm, undiscriminating huddle in which all life begins. 
This is faithfully borne out by the imagery. In that same 
opening scene, impatient with the messengers from Rome, 
Antony has declared. 

Kingdoms are clay ; our dungy earth alike 
Feeds beast as man. 

In comparison with the rarified ecstasies of love, it is menial 
to concern oneself with empire, which is a mere matter of 
domination over so many miles of muddy earth. This is 
echoed at the end of the play, in the musing of Cleopatra 
when she welcomes the release of death. 

... it is great 

To do that thing that ends all other deeds, 

Which shackles accidents and bolts up change, 

Which sleeps, and never palates more the dung, 

The beggar’s nurse and Caesar’s. 

Many editors, from the eighteenth century to the present 
day, have substituted ‘dug’ for ‘dung’ in that passage; for 
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instance the ‘Oxford Shakespeare’, published in 1892 and 
still Widely current, reads ‘dug’. So, more surprisingly, does 
Peter Alexander’s ‘Tudor’ edition of 1951. But this is to sub- 
stitute the wrong kind of logic for the right kind : the logic 
of consistent metaphor as against the deeper logic of the drift 
of imagery and emotion. All life comes from manure and 
dead things; what we call beautiful and good is rooted in 
what we call disgusting ; as Hamlet says, ‘ Imperious Caesar, 
dead and turn’d to clay, Might stop a hole to keep the wind 
away’. Cleopatra is very much aware of her own humanity 
and earthiness; her tastes have not been exactly ethereal; 
but now, in her last majestic hour, she finds the earth no 
longer to her taste. 

I am fire and air ; my other elements 

I give to baser life. 

She renounces, that is, earth and water. And this is fitting 
enough as an exit line. But that same mixture of earth and 
water has made the fecund mud which has quickened under 
the hot sunshine of male passion. 

Antony, at an exalted moment (Act I, Scene iii), has sworn 
constancy to Cleopatra by ‘the fire that quickens Nilus’ 
slime’. That is, by himself. Without the adoration of a man, 
Cleopatra is inert. And this links her to the play’s serpent- 
imagery. It was a widespread traveller’s tale in Shakespeare’s 
day, inherited from the Middle Ages and no doubt ulti- 
mately from Pliny, that large snakes such as the python, 
which had no obvious means of procreation, were in fact 
generated by the action of the sun on tropical mud. Small 
wonder that Cleopatra finds pleasure in recalling that An- 
tony calls her his ‘serpent of old Nile’. She is brought to 
life in the same way. And her consciousness remains close 
to these dark origins. Stung by anger and loss, she bursts 
out (Act 11 , Scene v) ‘Melt Egypt into Nile! And kindly 
creatures Turn all to serpents!’ And later, appalled by the 
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thought of being taken captive by Caesar and exhibited in 
Rome, she cries, 

Rather a ditch in Egypt 

Be gentle grave unto me 1 Rather on Nilus’ mud 
Lay me stark naked, and let the water-flies 
Blow me into abhomng 1 

Such images carry the central symbolism through the play 
like an artery. To note their all-pervading presence we need 
only look at the' banquet-scene (Act II, Scene vii) at which 
Caesar, Antony and Lepidus celebrate a short-lived amity 
with Pompey. (A little later it is casually remarked by some- 
one that Pompey has been murdered ; a few toasts round a 
table do not protect anyone in this world of imperial power 
politics.) The four men sit down to some serious drinking 
(on board a ship, be it noted) and do not break off until 
Caesar insists that things have gone far enough. 

Gende lords, let’s part; 

You see we have burnt our cheeks. Strong Enobarb 
Is weaker than the wine, and mine own tongue 
Splits what it speaks. The wild disguise hath almost 
Antick’d us all. 

What Caesar objects to is the loss of self-command, definite- 
ness, identity : those qualities he prizes most and which are 
his instrument for subduing the world. The symbol of the 
interrupted feast is always an important one in Shakespeare; 
there are many ways in which he might have made this par- 
ticular one break off, but he chose to end it in drunkenness, 
i.e. the dissolution of consciousness. As Caesar distastefully 
remarks, 

It’s monstrous labour, when I wash my brain 
And it grows fouler. 

North, whom Shakespeare follows so closely, has no men- 
tion of drunkenness at this feast. Clearly, Shakespeare in- 
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troduced it to chime in with the central theme of dissolution 
and blurring. 

It should, therefore, come as no surprise to us, when we 
engage more deeply with the play, to find that there is a 
deeper uncertainty, a more crucial blurring of outlines, at 
the very heart of the story. The love of Antony and Cleo- 
patra, powerful and conspicuous though it is, seems curi- 
ously distanced from reality. It has a vein of - what shall we 
call it ? illusion ? vagueness } fanciful distortion ? running 
nght through to its centre. Perhaps this is because it is a 
middle-aged love affair, Antony is a grizzled veteran, Cleo- 
patra is ‘wrinkled deep in time’. Not that middle-aged 
people do not have wild love affairs. But such affairs are, in 
Antony’s striking phrase, ‘black Vesper’s pageants’. They 
represent the brief glory of sunset. And this is where the 
smoky atmosphere of illusion and fantasy creeps in, for it is 
only Romeo and Juliet who have the right to believe that 
love will take care of everything. 

Othello and Desdemona had settled for domesticity. She 
asks nothing better than to be the neat little housewife to her 
great husband, as in the touching moment when she says to 
him, 

’Tis as I should entreat you wear your gloves, 

Or feed on nourishing dishes, or keep you warm. 

Even with this bridge, they could not set up a mutually re- 
cognizable reality that would be proof against lago’s mis- 
representations. What chance, then, have Antony and Cleo- 
patra, wrenched apart by the exigencies of empire, and with 
nothing to hold them together except ‘the poor benefit of a 
bewildering minute’? Hence the pervasive unreality in 
which they grope, so beautifully and lighdy underscored by 
the imagery of mud and vapour. This imagery is perform- 
ing so many functions at once that it is with a shock of ad- 
miration that we realize, finally, that it is unobtrusively 
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holding the entire play together. For mud is not merely the 
fertile^ clingmg element into which everyone enjoys a dive. 
It is also apt to get in one’s eyes. 

This magnificent and stately unreality continues to build 
up throughout the play’s latter stages. Antony kills himself 
because he is at Caesar’s mercy, and there is no other way to 
rise above his defeat. But the immediate spur which drives 
him to the deed is the report that Cleopatra has killed herself 
in despair at his anger and the breakdown of their love. This 
report is false. (‘Bring me how he takes my death’.) After 
the touching self-sacrifice of Eros, who stabs himself rather 
than look on the death of his master, Antony falls on his 
sv/ord, but his skill fails him and he dies slowly, so that he 
and Cleopatra have time to exchange farewells. 

After his death, Cleopatra is bent on suicide. She declares 
this at once (‘Let’s do it after the high Roman fashion, And 
make death proud to take us’), and when surprised and 
taken captive she whips out a dagger and tries to stab her- 
self. Then follows the feigned submission to Caesar ; she lis- 
tens to his promises of safety and generous treatment, but 
without belief. Dolabella, who wishes her well, has managed 
to gain access to her before the interview with Caesar, and 
told her that Caesar will make a triumphal captive of her ; 
when it is over, he slips back again, and confirms that the 
decision has been definitely taken. The news hardens her in 
her resolution to die, but for all I can see there is no evidence 
in the play that she would have done anything else even if 
Caesar’s intention had been good. After a life nourished by 
the passion of great lovers, culminating in Antony, it is not 
likely that she could face twenty years on a widow’s pension. 

So much for the realities. Both Antony and Cleopatra 
have their own valid reasons for suicide. They have lost one 
another, and a dreadful fate is about to overtake them. But 
over these bare facts Shakespeare throws a great mound of 
flowers. Never before or afterwards did he lavish the re- 
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sources of his poetry as he lavishes them here. Page after page 
of utterly unforgettable versCj perfect in cadence, perfect m 
metaphor - it is the most dazzling display of the world's 
most dazzling poet. One has no misgivings about such writ- 
ing - except, perhaps, the misgiving as to whether it has not 
outgone the reality it starts from. The deaths of Antony and 
Cleopatra receive the full tragic treatment. Yet they are not 
tragic in the full sense, as the deaths of Cordelia or Hamlet 
are tragic. They axe deaths of exhaustion, rather than brutal 
interruptions of a natural life. 

But if there is a puzzle here, it is only momentary. The 
discrepancy between the prosaic logic of these deaths and the 
high poignancy with which they are celebrated, is no more 
than the workmg-out of that unreality, that confusion of out- 
line, which has from the beginning characterized the passion 
of Antony and Cleopatra. And in case anyone doubts that 
this is so, Shakespeare has written m a beautifully delicate - 
yet entirely conclusive - scene in which it is made clear. 
When Dolabella gams access to Cleopatra for the first time, 
he finds her musing on Antony ; having just been prevented 
from killing herself, she is still not quite back in the world, 
and he has great difficulty in bringing her to attend to his 
brisk and common-sense message. 

dolabella: Most noble Empress, you have heard of me? 
CLEOPATEA *. I caiuiot tell. 
dolabella; Assuredly you know me. 

CLEOPATRA : No matter, sir, what I have heard or known. 

You laugh when boys or women tell their dreams ; 

Is’t not your trick? 

dolabella: I understand not, madam. 

CLEOPATRA: I dreamt there was an Emperor Antony - 
O, such another sleep, that I might see 
But such another man 1 
dolabella: If it might please ye - 
CLEOPATRA :His face was as the heav’ns, and therein stuck 
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A sun and moon, which kept their course and lighted 
The litde O, the earth. 
bol^bella: Most sovereign creature - 
CLEOPATRA : His Icgs bcstrid the ocean ; Ms rear’d arm 
Crested the world. His voice was propertied 
As ail the tuned spheres, and that to friends ; 

But when he meant to quail and shake the orb, 

He was as rattling thunder. For his bounty, 

There was no winter in’t ; an autumn ’twas 
That grew the more by reaping. His delights 
Were dolphmdike : they show’d his back above 
The element they liv’d in. In his livery 
Walk’d crowns and crownets ; realms and islands were 
As plates dropp’d from his pocket. 

At this point Dolabella, unable to stand any more, breaks 
in with a sharp interruption, addressing her unceremon- 
iously by her name, instead of as ‘most noble empress’ or 
‘madam*. He is determined to break the trance which is 
leading her to pile up hyperbole on hyperbole. She knows, 
too, that this is what she is doing. When she finally turns 
and addresses him, her question reveals that she has been 
deliberately outraging his hard Roman common sense, in a 
mocking spirit, as it might be the mockery of a god for a 
mortal creature. 

CLEOPATRA : Think you there was or might be such a man 
As this I dreamt of ? 

DOLABELLA : Gcndc madam, no. 

CLEOPATRA: You lie, up to the hearing of the gods. 

But if there be nor ever were one such, 

It’s past the size of dreaming. Nature wants stuff 
To vie strange forms with fancy ; yet t’ imagine 
An Antony were nature’s piece ’gainst fancy, 

Condemning shadows quite. 

This exchange, thrown in so lightly amid a bustle of great 
actions, is one of the supreme moments in Shakespeare. 
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Doiabelia, humbled and a^^^^ed by the queen's passion and 
constancy, is still a grave, sensible Roman ofEcer. There is a 
wonderful tenderness and pity in his fiirra, ‘Gentle madam, 
no’. And. after one line of almost perfunctory dismissal of 
his point of viev/, a mere spark of the old fire, she falls back 
into her musing vein, but with a new clarity. Truth is in- 
adequate ; it does not satisfy the demands of our nature ; we 
need, and therefore must invent, a greater reality. ‘Nature 
wants smfi To vie strange forms with fancy’ means ‘Nature 
lacks the matenal to compete with fancy in the devising of 
strange forms’. Yet even to imagine an Antony is to call 
into being a reality which could never be confused with mere 
fancy. ‘Nature’s piece ’gainst fancy’ means ‘the weapon 
which nature brings into the field against fancy ’ ; the trump 
card, as it were, that nature deals, making ail ‘shadows’ look 
trivial. And there is always that ‘if’ to hook the whole thing 
safe above the bruising to-and-fro of mere evidences. ‘If’ 
Antony ever existed, his v/as a greatness that could never 
have been merely dreamed. The needs of love are deeper 
than the universe can satisfy x\nd if these needs call into be- 
ing a magnificence that the everyday world cannot admit 
(‘Gentle madam, no ’), where, in the end, is the true reality ^ 
Confronted by this kind of thing, w'^e cease to use the con- 
ventional categories. This is not ‘tragedy’, nor is it ‘love 
poctiy’, as either is ordinarily understood. It is die working 
of the richest and most delicate imagination in all literature, 
utterly absorbed m its own concerns. 



5 

BLINDNESS 


It is perhaps naive to speak of Shakespeare, or any artist, as 
moving into a ‘tragic period’. Tragedy is not a compart- 
ment, like comedy or historical writing. It is the inevitable 
result of taking a complete view of the human situation. 
Some human lives know precious little comedy ; for the un- 
reflective there is no history, and for the insensitive no lyri- 
cism ; but every life knows tragedy. As the poet Robinson 
Jeffers remarked, ‘It seems to me that every personal story 
ends more or less in tragedy ; comedy is an unfinished story ’. 
This is not mere pessimism; it is sound sense. An account 
of human life that misses out the tragic element is untrue 
because incomplete. And the failures in Shakespeare’s come- 
dies, the places where intention and meaning fall apart, are 
exactly those places where the fragile, uncompleted structure 
of comedy is pushed aside by the drive towards complete- 
ness; the irresistible impulse to make Shylock a truthful 
portrait, or to have Beatrice exclaim, ‘Kill Claudio! ’ 
Shakespeare’s ‘tragic period’, which extends from the 
composition of Hamlet (1600) to that of Timon of Athens 
(probably 1606), is not, in any simple sense, a period of 
gloom. His view of the world did not suddenly turn sombre, 
and then become rosy again when the appropriate lighting 
was switched on. These were the years of his mightiest 
efforts, in which he gave us the plays which engage most 
deeply with the essential nature of man. That nature is 
tragic, since the conflicts within human nature are not, fin- 
ally, reconcilable. And therefore these plays are ‘tragedies’. 
But one of the first things we see when we approach them 
is that they differ among themselves in the extent to which 
they are tragic. At the one extreme we have Othello^ a study 
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in pure pain and loss ; at the other, we have Hamlet, which 
ends with the death of the hero but also with his tnumph 
and the sanctification of his memory. King Lear, the most 
gigantic of these plays, contains some elements of pure 
tragedy, notably the death of Cordelia ; but on the whole it 
is an upward movement that is described, since cruelty and 
error are much less in the ascendant at the end than at the 
beginning. Macbeth is tragic if one looks at it from a Chris- 
tian point of view, for it is, like the Faust-legend, the story 
of the damnation of a great soul. In political terms, however, 
it IS much less tragic, since it describes how a country fell 
into the power of a murderer and tyrant, groaned for a 
while, then gathered its strength and shook him off to place 
a just and rightful king on the throne. Conolanus, a story of 
vengeful pride giving way to heroic self-sacrifice, is tragic 
only in the technical sense that the hero dies. And even 
Timon of Athens, for all the maniacal fury of its denuncia- 
tions of mankind, is not wholly a tragedy. It is at least partly 
a cautionary tale. 


I 

I do not know what the typical modern person carries in his 
head as a picture of the universe - some savage, meaningless 
quarrel of protons or neutrons, perhaps, against a back- 
ground of universal frozen darkness. But Shakespeare, in 
common with the men of his time, had a mental picture of 
the universe as an ordered structure. It was built up in a 
series of rungs, like a ladder, and every created thing, 
whether living or not, had its appointed rung. At the 
highest point was God, the creator and judge ; at the lowest, 
the utterly inanimate. The midpoint on this long stretch was 
man, who occupied a splendid but vulnerable position at the 
point where the animal world met the angelic. At any mo- 
ment his animal nature could lead him to plunge down- 
wards into degradation - or, if he fought free of this 
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temptation, there was the even more deadly sin of pride, 
waiting to incite him to claim a higher place than he had 
been allotted, and to set up his judgement above God’s. 

As long as the natural tie, the pietas^ is observed, the uni- 
verse is basically a happy one; not free of misfortune, of 
course, but warmed by kindness and irradiated by love. As 
soon as ptetas is broken, however, all unnaturalness and 
cruelty are set loose. 

Harmony, ‘degree’, natural subordination of the lower to 
the higher - this is the key to all life. The great symbols of 
this unity are music and dancing. It is no accident that in 
The Merchant of Venice^ when the disruptive element re- 
presented by Shylock has been removed, and the young 
lovers are left alone with their happiness, they begin to talk 
about music. 

Here will we sit and let the sounds of music 
Creep in our ears ; soft stillness and the night 
Become the touches of sweet harmony. 

Sit, Jessica. Look how the floor of heaven 
Is thick inlaid with patines of bright gold ; 

There’s not the smallest orb which thou behold’st 
But in his motion like an angel sings, 

Still quiring to the young-ey’d cherubins ; 

Such harmony is in immortal souls, 

But whilst this muddy vesture of decay 
Doth grossly close it in, we cannot hear it. 

And before long, a few lines later, we get the expected refer- 
ence to Orpheus, the symbol of music’s power to impose har- 
mony on warring natures. The Christian joins hands with 
the classical. Both systems put harmony at the centre, and 
make the richness and beauty of life depend on a balance, a 
sense of touch and proportion, like that which guides tiie 
fiddle-bow across the strings. 

This medieval and Renaissance thinking about harmony 
and degree could be amusingly simple : as in the case of King 
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Henry VII5 who onccj doubtiess in half-serious mood, or- 
dered the death of some dogs who had killed a lion, tlieix 
‘kindly king’. (‘Kind’ meant ‘nature’, though it was just 
beginning to have its modern meaning; hence the richness 
of the famous line v/ith v/hich Hamlet makes his entrance.) 
But the philosophy of hierarchy could also be beautifully 
subtle, an afrair of delicate and creative thinking. It differed 
from modern styles of thinking chiefly in the extent to which 
it was analogical. To the Renaissance, as to the Middle 
Ages, analogy was a natural method of perceiving truth. 
‘Just as' thus happens in one sphere, ‘even so’ that happens 
in another sphere. (Some features of Elizabethan English 
writing, such as the vogue for ‘Euphuism’, can only be 
understood against the background of this analogical think- 
ing.) 

So the P.enaissance mind saw three interlacing kinds of 
order. Order within the universe ; order within the political 
commonwealth; order witlim the human system. These 
three were in a relationship essentially analogical. The uni- 
verse was a vast senes of mirrors. What went on in one 
sphere was paralleled in the others. Not m the simple sense 
that cause in one sphere was immediately followed by effect 
in another, but in the analogical sense that the introduction 
of disorder at any point was a surrender, an admission of the 
power of the destructive principle, which constituted a gen- 
eral threat. Thus when Shakespeare shows Lear as commit- 
ting a terrible act of political and human destrucuveness, 
breaking up his realm and also renouncing his daughter, he 
naturally follows it by making him go mad (disruption of 
order within the human mind and body) amid a raging 
storm (disruption of order within the natural elements). Nor 
that Shakespeare imagined in any naive literal way that 
whenever a king went mad the heavens obliged with thun- 
der and lightning. Of course, they somedmes did, and this 
was taken as a very natural omen. But Shakespeare’s thinking 
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on these matters was what we should call symbolic. The 
storm in Lear is like the sudden outbreak of unnatural events 
on the night Duncan is murdered by Macbeth. Or the simi- 
lar disturbances on the night before Caesar is killed by the 
conspirators. In the later plays, the symbol of the storm reap- 
pears, but with a new significance ; the tempest which drives 
the mariners to Prosperous island, or the wild weather in 
which the shepherds discover Perdita’s cradle, are signs of 
an upheaval ultimately life-givmg, the scrambling of an ex- 
isting unsatisfactory pattern out of which a new pattern will 
emerge. But m the tragedies the function of the storm- 
symbol IS analogical. 

Take but degree away, untune that string, 

And hark, what discord follows 1 

And all Shakespeare’s symbols of disorder - the storm, the 
interrupted feast, madness, the onset of the prodigious - are 
illustrations of that ‘discord’. 

We have said that much Renaissance thinking was ana- 
logical m character. In addition to proceeding step by step 
towards a logical conclusion, as modern thought seeks to 
do, it proceeded by building up layers of meaning. Shake- 
speare’s art is multiple in this analogical sense. It works by 
parallelism, analogy, juxtaposition. Hamlet is seeking to 
avenge his father : two other young men in the same play 
are also seeking to avenge their fathers. Lear suffers at the 
hands of his unnatural children : Gloucester also suffers at 
the hands of his unnatural children ; in each case one loyal 
child brings final solace. Timon is driven from Athens by 
the ingratitude of the citizens ; so, in the same play, is Alci- 
biades. This wealth of juxtaposition, this art of telling the 
same story twice with different emphases and different end- 
ings, is already to be seen in the comedies. But in the trage- 
dies Shakespeare exploits its full range. The result is an art 
of subtle and continuous interweaving. No one can begin to 
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interpret a Shakespearean tragedy until he has accustomed 
himself to the minuet of plot and sub-plot 

Shakespeare's view of the world, the fullness and urgency 
of his statement of the case for ‘degree’, is nowadays very 
well understood. Such books a? Lovejoy’s The Great Chain 
of Beings Spencer’s Shakespeare and the Nature of Man and 
Tillvard’s The Elizabethan World Picture j have oeen widely 
read and have placed this idea firmly before the modern 
student. The result has been beneficial in so far as Shake- 
speare's plays are no longer studied purely in terms of ‘char- 
acter’, as if they were nineteenth-century novels. But tiiere 
has been one back-handed effect. The idea has somehow got 
about that Shakespeare was content to be the spokesman for 
generally accepted Renaissance ideas, and that once we have 
excogitated these ideas and discussed them, we have wrap- 
ped up his work. This atutude could prove to be as harmful 
as the eighteenth-century view of Shakespeare as a semi- 
literate poacher. 

The idea of a hierarchical universe, a ‘great chain of be- 
ing’, is of course obsolete. Nobody now holds it. And if we 
link Shakespeare’s work too literally to this scheme, w^e are 
in danger of having to thrown them both away together For 
this reason it may be as well to say here and now that I, per- 
sonally, accept Shakespeare's world-vicv^ as completely 
truthful. Its basic tenet, that all life depends on observance 
of the P.catural order, is one whose validity I can see for my- 
self in every area of my experience. Take, as an amusingly 
simple example, the difficulues that have resulted from the 
well-meant efforts of biologists to stamp out this or that 
‘pest’. A chemical is introduced which, over a given area, 
causes the disappearance of a certain insect. The result is 
the breaking of a food-chain, leading various species to prey 
on one another, and by the time the disturbance has run its 
course it is found to have caused trouble m hundreds of un- 
foreseen ways. This is an example of that unpredictability 
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which, m Shakespeare’s work, is one of the most terrible 
features of the act of disruption. 

In the political sphere, wars and revolutions spawn wars 
and revolutions. In the human body, one imbalance leads to 
over-correction followed by another imbalance. These ex- 
amples are of course too simple to be capable of seriously en- 
gaging our interest. For the working of this prii^cipie m its 
full range, we turn to Shakespeare. All that is necessary is 
to nd our minds of any idea that ‘order’, as Shakespeare 
conceives of it, is in any way related to an obsolete astron- 
omy, an obsolete physics, an obsolete political science, or 
(if we are not Christians) an obsolete religion. In working 
out his idea of order, Shakespeare used the imagery pro- 
vided by these systems. But the order he desiderated is en- 
tirely independent of them. In recent times we have tended 
to describe this order in terms widely different from Shake- 
speare’s. We have called it ‘integration of the personality’, 
for instance. Or we have accepted the Lawrentian demand 
for a full instinctual life which would render mankind im- 
mune to the withering effects of modern industrialization. 
We have spoken with pitying scorn of the Organization 
Men, the Exurbanites and other categories of the damned - 
meaning, in each case, people whose lives are split and com- 
partmented along lines that have no human meaning. But 
always, what we are talking about is order. The natural har- 
mony that makes for health and peace. 

When we contemplate the terrible disasters of our own 
century they seem very similar to the tragic disasters we meet 
in Shakespeare. The whole rise and fall of a man like Hit- 
ler, for instance. First the violent fever of the First World 
War, leaving the moral sense of all Europe weakened and 
wasted. Then the tormre of Germany by means of inflation, 
insult, starvation. Then the bitterness, bringing with it a 
twisted malignity that would tolerate any cruelty at home 
and any aggressiveness abroad. And this bitterness was met 
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by no positive qualities among the so-calied 'Allies*. A dis- 
eased Situation created farther areas of disease, exactly as in 
Bamlct, until, finally, matters came to a conflict which 
claimed the life of a new geneiauon, a generation uneasily 
aware that it was calkvd on by history to suffer for the sins of 
its fathers Again, exactly as in Hamlet 

Before we go on to a consideration of this play, tiiere is 
one more general point that remains to be made about 
Shakespearean tragedy we must note the absence of large- 
scale villains. Shakespeare’s tragic world contains and 
cruelty enough. But it does not site these qualiaes within the 
psychology of certain hand-picked characters and dub tiicm 
^Viliams’. The Shakespearean tragic villain is inevitably on 
a smaller scale than the hero Such figures as Edmund and 
Claudius are mere creatures of the plot. They ha\e selfish 
desires, which they gratify m a way that unleashes disorder 
and rum. But this rum comes from outside themselves. 
Their fault is that they lack the vision to see the true conse- 
quence of their actions. Lady Macbeth, for example, nags 
her husband into murdering a king because she cannot see 
beyond her own commonplace ambition. V/hen it is too late 
and she sees the true nature of the action she made him 
undertake, she cannot bear the knowledge, breaks down and 
kills herself. 

The terror and suffering unleashed by the Shakespearean 
wrongdoer is too huge to come from within any human be- 
ing. The villains w^'ho drive the plot along are not in them- 
selves terrible figures. They are like children, let loose in 
some great power station, who in sheer wilful ness puli the 
forbidden switch ~ and cause an avalanche of disruption in 
which they themselves perish almost unnoticed. 

2 

The action of Hamlet takes us into a royal household, a 
court and a country, all stricken with a mortal sickness. 

169 



THE LIVING WORLD OF SHAKESPEARE 

Claudius has committed murder in order to get the throne. 
More, his murder has been that of a brother and has been 
followed by marriage to that brother’s wife. The bond of 
kinship as well as the political bond has been dragged asun- 
der. Claudius is tainted with the unnaturalness of Goneril 
and Regan as well as the blood-spilling ambition of Macbeth. 

From this central ulcer, the infection spreads outwards. 
Every relationship, every enterprise is touched with disease. 
Finally the illness is cured by die violent surgery of the last 
act. But only at the cost of Hamlet’s own life among the 
others. 

Hamlet, a man more deeply sensitive than any of the other 
Shakespearean tragic heroes, feels this all-pervading cor- 
ruption intuitively from the beginning. When we first see 
him, he has been recalled from his stuies at Wittenberg by 
the death of his father and the subsequent marriage of his 
mother to Claudius. For this marriage he feels a disgust 
which seems disproportionate. His mordant irony plays over 
the situation like bitter lightning: ‘Thrift, thrift, Horatio! 
The funeral baked meats Did coldly furnish forth the mar- 
riage-tables’. Hasty, unseemly, the marriage may be: but 
Hamlet’s disgust goes much deeper than could be warranted 
by anything he knows. Knows with his conscious mind, that 
is. 

But Hamlet’s knowledge lies deeper. It is picked up by 
the invisible antennae of imaginative sympathy. Even be- 
fore he hears the news that his father’s ghost has appeared 
to the soldiers on their watch - a sure sign of unrest in the 
general state - he is already visited by the despair and death- 
wish that makes him long to escape from his ‘too solid flesh 
After his first meeting with the ghost, who tells him of 
Claudius’s crime and enjoins on him the duty of revenge, he 
sees beyond doubt that fate has planted him in the middle 
of a cobweb of evil and that his own life is caught in the net. 
He knows that the time is out of joint : being the son of a 
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king, next in line to the throne, he knows also that he is 
‘born to set it right’. However much he may rebel in his 
heart against this royal destiny, it never occurs to him to opt 
out. As in the English historical plays, kingship is not a busi- 
ness, to be taken up and put down at will. It is a destiny that 
sets a man apart, whedier for triumph or for disaster, and 
it cannot be refused. 

Hamlet is certain of these things. But there his certainties 
end. Everything else is wrapped m doubt and suspicion. The 
whole play is enveloped in a thick fog, in which Hamlet 
gropes as uncertainly as everyone else. He knows that Claud- 
ius is guilty of murder and usurpaUon, and he accepts the 
obligation laid on him by his father’s ghost, to murder 
Claudius in his turn. But this acceptance is an affair of the 
surface. It docs not permeate his character. He wanders 
through the action, trying to clear a path along which he can 
‘sweep to his revenge’, and indulging in sudden random 
action ; but he is defeated by the general confusion, which 
has entered his own mind. Indeed, there is a vein of contra- 
diction running through the commands of the ghost himself. 
Telling Hamlet that his death was not natural, but the re- 
sult of murder, the ghost adds, 

Murder most foul, as in the best it is ; 

But tliis most foul, strange, and unnatural. 

If murder is ‘most foul’ even under the ‘best’ and most ex- 
tenuating of circumstances, what right has the ghost, al- 
ready suffering (in purgatory, one gatiiers) for the unshnven 
sins committed during life, to demand that Hamlet burden 
his soul with it ? 

Not that Hamlet’s soul is spodess. He does not escape the 
general taint of evil that rises into the air from the ‘some- 
thing rotten ’ that is at the heart of Denmark. Hamlet is cer- 
tainly to blame in his neurotic torturing of his mother, and 
again in his impulsive stabbing of Polonius in mistake for 
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Claudius. Far worse than either of these is his treatment of 
Ophelia. Overruled by her father’s senile authority and by 
lack of steady support from Hamlet himself, Ophelia with- 
draws into shyness and reserve, and makes a timid attempt 
to return the presents Hamlet has given her. This evidently 
makes Hamlet decide that she has joined the forces of the 
enemy, and his brutality to her, under the guise of a partly- 
feigned outburst of madness, sends her into a decline in 
which she meets her death. The concentrated jets of venom 
which Hamlet shoots at Ophelia are not at all closely related 
to the character or actions of the girl herself ; they arise from 
that neurotic sexual disgust from which Hamlet is suffering 
when we first see him. His attack on her reveals the same 
ambivalence as everything else in the play ; with part of his 
mind he is furious at her for being a woman, and therefore a 
perpetual temptation to the uncleanness of the animal act; 
with another part, he is shocked at the tragic fate that will 
lead her purity into the general mire. His savagely repeated 
‘Get thee to a nunnery ^ ’ carries the full charge of this am- 
bivalence, for the word was used in Elizabethan slang to 
mean a brothel. He does not, finally, know whether he 
wants Ophelia to be a nun or a whore, to rise entirely above 
his orbit or fall entirely below it. All he knows is that he can- 
not bear her presence. 

The uncertainty within Hamlet’s mind leads him not 
only into moral but also strategic errors. He does not really 
know what to make of his father’s ghost, deeply though it 
affects him during its actual visitations ; as soon as he is left 
alone, doubts reassert themselves. The whole play-within-a- 
play episode is contrived by Hamlet, as he tells Horatio 
(Act III, Scene ii), to test the genuineness of the ghost’s story. 
When it is over and Claudius has revealed the turmoil 
within him by his unforgettable cry - ‘Give me some light ! 
Away!’ - Hamlet exults, ‘O good Horatio! I’ll take the 
ghost’s word for a thousand pound’. This is a strange way 
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to talk about a ghost, especialiy a ‘ma]esticar one; we half 
expect him to go on to say tfiat he will get it to foretell the 
next Derby winner. The ambivalence persists, even though 
Claudius has acted convincingly the part of a guilty man. 

In any case, the whole rase of staging the play has failed If 
Hamlet could have controlled his terrible inner agitation 
sufRciendy to sit quiet and watch the lung’s face, other 
people would have done the same, and the business of under- 
mining Claudius would have begun without Kamlct’s hav- 
ing to show his hand. As it is, Hamlet cannot keep silent 
for a moment. He chatters to Ophelia during the dumb- 
show, gets in a vicious dig at his mother before die play itself 
has lasted five minutes, and to Claudius’s brief query ‘What 
do you call the play ? ’ answers with a babbling mixture of 
threats and nervousness. His ‘your majesty and I have free 
souls; It touches us not’, might just pass as an innocent re- 
mark, but when the poisoner enters he immediately adds, 
‘This is one Lucianus, nephew to the King’. Since there is 
no evidence m the play itself that the poisoner is in fact the 
King’s nephew, the detail is evidently invented by Hamlet 
- or, more precisely, forced out of him by the pressure of his 
hatred for Claudius, the usurper who sits so temptingly 
close by on the throne that should be Hamlet’s, side by side 
with Hamlet’s mother who has forgotten his father. Under 
these circumstances, it amounts to a threat. Altogether, 
Hamlet’s behaviour during the whole episode is such as to 
draw attention to himself and therefore away from Claud- 
ius, and in addition to arouse Claudius’s suspicions. Hamlet 
is no plotter. Deeply meditative, he cannot gear his medita- 
tion to action ; he acts only in rash, bounding soraes. 


3 

la common, with so many Shakespearean plays, the basic 
flavour of Hamlet is military. It begins with the watch on the 
castle walls and it ends with the words, ‘Go, bid the soldiers 
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shcx)t’. The ghost appears in armour, 'with martial stalk’, 
and the officers at once realize that the apparition is related 
to the flurry of warlike preparation that is going on. Den- 
mark is threatened with invasion from Norway ; not official 
military invasion, since the Kmg of Norway is old and 
feeble, and accepts directives from Claudius, but marauding 
guerrilla activity directed by young Fortinbras, whose father 
was killed m single combat by Hamlet pere^ after which his 
lands, which would otherwise have gone to Fortinbras jun- 
ior, were confiscated. So that Fortinbras has reason to hate 
the memory of Hamlet’s father for having killed his own 
father and dispossessed him. This is exactly what Claudius 
has done to Hamlet. And to complete the pattern, Laertes, 
another man of the same generation, loses his father during 
the action, felled by the sword of Hamlet himself. The action 
is thus from the start a tangled mass of interconnecting mo- 
tives. Hamlet is very much aware of this. He says of Laertes 
(Act V, Scene ii) 'by the image of my cause, I see The por- 
traiture of his’. As for Fortinbras, Hamlet names him in his 
last breath as the best successor to the throne of Denmark. 
So clearly is the duty of making restitution to these wronged 
men, suffering from the actions of his father and himself, 
present to his mind. 

Hamlet recognizes himself as both sinned against and sin- 
ning : that, far more than his sympathetic wit and modesty, 
his quickness of mind and depth of reflection, is the key to 
the emotional hold he has over us. No other Shakespearean 
hero invites such complete identification. In discussing 
Hamlet, we are always discussing ourselves. Deeply wrong- 
ed, he is drawn step by step into a position in which he 
cannot help wronging others. And this is exactly how we 
all see our own situation. The nature of human life makes 
Hamlets of us all. George Rylands has appositely point- 
ed out the lineage, in theatrical terms, of the Hamlet- 
figure; 


174 



BLINDNESS 


In the medieval Morality plays there is a central figure - his 
name may be Humanum Genus or Lusty Juventus or Everyman 
- in whom we see ourselves, symbolic victim of the conflict of 
Good and Evil, of Life and Death. Hamlet is such a one in this 
Renaissance Morality ; courtier, soldier, scholar - a young man 
growing up. 

Such characters are found likewise in modern literature ; 
every little girl identifies with Alice, and the doomed intel- 
ligentsia of Central Europe in the 1930s, menaced on the one 
hand by Hitler and on the other by Stalin, knew, each one, 
that the faceless heroes of Kafka's nightmare stories wore 
his own face. Hamlet is popular because it is the greatest of 
these works which place the reader or spectator at the suffer- 
ing and reacting centre. What happens to Hamlet happens 
to us. That is why C. S. Lewis could declare, H would go a 

long way to meet Beatrice or Falstaff 1 would not cross 

the road to meet Hamlet. It would never be necessary. He is 
always where I am’. ^ 

Even so, the play would not have won its unique place in 
world literature if it had not been powered by the full 
strength of Shakespeare’s verbal imagination. The sheer 
writing of Hamlet is what strikes one as miraculous. There 
is a special flavour in every line of it, a marvellous aptness 
and memorability. No wonder that line after line of it has 
passed into the language, so that hardly any English-speak- 
ing person goes through life without quoting Hamlet con- 
sciously or unconsciously - for who is there who has never 
said ‘hoist with his own petar’, or ‘murder most fouT, or 
‘more honoured in the breach than the observance or ‘to be 
or not to be’, or ‘the funeral baked meats’, or ‘a consum- 
mation devoutly to be wished ’ ? 

But let us not be carried away. The most influential liter- 
ary critic of the twentieth century, Mr T. S. Eliot, has said 
that Hamlet is ‘most certainly an artistic failure’. And what 
is more, Mr Eliot is quite right. 
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Mr Eliot’s famous essay on Hamlet (1919) contains his 
theory of the ‘objective correlative’. He introduces it as fol- 
lows ; 

The only way of expressing emotion in the form of art is by 
finding an 'objective correlauve’; in other words, a set of ob- 
jects, a situation, a chain of events which shall be the formula of 
that particular emotion. ... 

The word ‘formula’ dates this passage very clearly as be- 
longing to the period when, for various reasons, it was felt 
that literary criticism should borrow a few terms from the 
laboratory. All it means is an event, a concrete situation or 
happening, which shall produce in the onlooker the required 
emotion and not some other. If we want to produce anger 
and revulsion in the audience we must show a character 
kicking an old-age pensioner, rather than, say, drinking a 
cup of tea. Let us continue ; this formula must be : 

. , . such that when the external facts, which must terminate in 
sensory experioice, are given, the emotion is immediately 
evoked. 

‘Terminate in sensory experience’ means that if we wish 
to show a character in revolt against a tyrannical landlady, 
we have him throw a bucket of whitewash over her on the 
stage. When Shylock, in anticipation of claiming his pound 
of Antonio’s flesh, sharpens his knife before our eyes, the ac- 
tion produces in us the same attitude to Shylock that An- 
tonio and Bassanio have. The Cockney woman in Mr Eliot’s 
own Waste Land, who felt ill and unable to welcome her de- 
mobbed husband because of ‘them pills I took ... to bring 
it off’, and who had frittered away the money he gave her on 
his last leave to get her decayed teeth replaced by bright false 
ones, provides an objective correlative for the sufferings of 
the poor in the modern spiritual desert; her false teeth, hor- 
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nble in themselves and yet an object of hope by comparison 
With her real decayed stumps, an impossible hope now that 
she has lost the money, are on the same level of desperate 
unfulfiliTient as the cheap abortion pills she buys at a "back- 
street chemist’s. Mr Eliot himself gives two examples, both 
from Macbeth.^ of perfectly achieved objective correlatives, 
leading co 'exact equivalence and goes on : 

The artistic 'inevitability’ lies in this complete adequacy of 
the external to the emotion , and this is precisely what is deficient 
m Hamlet Hamlet (the man) is dominated by an emotion which 
IS inexpressible, because it is in excess of the facts as they appeal. 
And the supposed identity of Hamlet with his author is genuine 
to this point • that Hamlet’s bafflement at the absence of obiec- 
tivc equivalent to his feelings is a prolongation of the bafflement 
of die creator in the face of his artistic problem. 

This gives us the essential clue. When a writer sits down 
to begin a new work, he has m mind a theme which he has 
chosen for reasons of his own, reasons that arc fundament- 
ally emotional He is drawn to this theme because he finds 
in It something that corresponds to his own wishes, fears and 
impulses. But occasionally he makes a mistake. He chooses 
a story that seems, at first sight, to measure up to his emo- 
tional drives, to contain the energies they liberate. But as he 
works on he finds a growing imbalance His emotions may 
change ; or they may be revealed as deeper, more complex, 
more powerful than he had imagined. The storv he has 
chosen may come to seem thin and unreal. The charge of 
feeling he has running through it may burn it up. As Mr 
Eliot says earlier in the same essay, 

Hamlet, like the sonnets, is full of some stuff that the writer 
could not drag to light, contemplate, or manipulate into art. A..nd 
Vvhen vvx search for this feeling, we find it, as in the sonnets, very 
difflcult to localize. 

An artist’s work is powered by his emotional energies. But 
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it is not always possible for him to tell in advance exactly 
what form these will take. Shakespeare, on beginning The 
Merchant of Venice^ could not have foreseen his involve- 
ment with the character of Shylock. Hamlet^ too, was wren- 
ched apart, but in a more complex way and by subtler and 
swifter forces. The position is further complicated by the 
fact that a writer cannot foresee his own development. This 
proceeds not in a steady curve but by a series of jumps. Work 
that is planned in one stage of development may be no lon- 
ger feasible by the time it is actually begun : but in most 
cases the writer does not know this until he is ■well into the 
work and is committed to it for financial or other reasons. 
Then begins the struggle. Either the material has to be 
adapted to fit what the writer really wants to say now^ or he 
has to hold the material steady while he casts his mind back 
to what he wanted to say then. There is no more exhausting 
work than this, and in fact if we look at Hamlet we can see 
the marks of colossal labour on Shakespeare’s part. It is 
much longer than any of the other plays and bears the marks 
of stitching and re-stitchmg. This, I take it, is what Mr Eliot 
is referring to when he speaks of Shakespeare’s ‘artistic prob- 
lem h And in describing the play as ‘an artistic failure’, Eliot 
is not dismissing it as without interest. He is indicating that 
the problem was, finally, never completely solved. 

That this is so, we must surely agree. C. S. Lewis has a 
fine burst of indignation against Eliot’s judgement : 

‘Most certainly an artistic failure.’ All argument Is for that 
conclusion - until you read or see Hamlet again. And when you 
do, you are left saying that if this is failure, then failure is better 
than success. We want more of these ‘bad’ plays. From our first 
childish reading of the ghost scenes down to those golden min- 
utes which we stole from marking examination papers on Ham- 
let to read a few pages of Hamlet itself, have we ever known the 
day or the hour when its enchantment failed? 

But this is beside the point. In the world of art, as in the 
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world c£ human characters ^ fascinating failure is generally 
better loved than a routine success. Of course we are all 
deeply drawn to Hamlet, with its hypnotic glitter and its 
deep interior echoes. But the play’s lack of a unified impres- 
sion, its obscurity, the hospitality it seems to offer to every 
lunatic interpretation, ail point to a deep failure. 

What happened is fairly evident. Shakespeare (either cn 
his owTi initiative or at the request of his feiiow-players) de- 
cided to write an example of that ever-profitable standby of 
the Elizabethan theatre, the 'tragedy of revenge’ The basic 
ingredients of this genre were die ghost of a wTonged man, 
an insolent tyrant, and an avenger who feigns madness in 
order to disarm suspicion. The audience mvariably respon- 
ded well to a story of revenge, as do the audience for present- 
day Western or gangster tv sagas. To identify with the re- 
venger IS balm to the inward hurts we all suffer from. 

Whether Shakespeare was starting from scratch or (more 
probably) rew^orking a formerly popular rcvengc-pla) that 
needed to be brought up to date, matters little. The mam ob- 
jective - at first - was to write an exciting and popular play 
about murder and suspense. We can see this impulse at work 
m the opening scenes. Never has a play started at a higher 
dramatic pitch. It begins with an attack ot nerves on the 
eeiie ramparts of a castle. The wrong man makes tnc chal- 
lenge : the soldier coming on guard is so keyed-up that he 
calls ‘ W'ho’s there " ’ to the man who is still at his post. The 
answer, equally tense, is 'Nay, answer me - stand, and un- 
fold yotirself’. Bernardo, about to take up nis Guties and 
fearful of being left alone, says : 

If you do meet Horatio and Marcellus, 

The rivals of my watch, bid them make haste. 

Obviously there is some special cause of anxiety in the minds 
of these men. And in the play’s tv/enty-Srst line Marcelius 
is already asking, ‘W’^hat, has this thing appear d again 
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tonight? ' At once we are launched into the ghost storyj and 
the soldiers, their watch done, hurry away to find Hamlet 
No more dramatic build-up for the entrance o£ a play's main 
character could be imagined. But when we meet Hamlet we 
find ourselves suddenly in another play. The adventure-story 
dies away and we are deep in a psychological study of jeal- 
ousy and melancholia. We wait to see these two strands 
woven into one, but they never are. As the play goes on, it 
has more and more brilliant and unforgettable scenes which 
pull outward, away from its centre, rather than inward to- 
wards it. In the end no one can say what this centre is, ex- 
cept that it must be something that concerns Hamlet, whose 
character gives the play so much of its special flavour that 
^Hamlet without the prince' has passed into the language as 
a proverbial description of anything that lacks its raison 
d'etre. 

I myself believe the best way to get Hamlet into perspec- 
tive is to look at it in conjunction with Timon of Athens. 
The one stands at the entrance to the great tragic period, the 
other at its exit. Both contain some of Shakespeare's most 
miraculous writing. And in Ttmon^ as in Hamlet^ the rela- 
tively simple plot is devastated by the enormous power that 
is made to flow through it. Both are masterpieces, but equi- 
vocal masterpieces. They fall apart, yet have such vitality in 
their dismembered limbs that they compel attention where 
more unified wholes do not. In both, Shakespeare's art was 
thrown out of control by the sheer force it was trying to 
organize. He was, to use a homely illustration, in the same 
position as the amateur mechanic who tunes up a stock en- 
gine to deliver twice its normal power and then finds himself 
unable to keep all four wheels on the ground. It is usual to 
regard Timon as an unfinished play, diough it has a begin- 
ning, a middle, and an end. Many scholars (E. K. Cham- 
bers, for a notable instance) have felt that the combination 
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of power and rawness in that work represents the breaking 
of a wave : that Shakespeare, after the titanic labours of his 
tragic period, which lasted for six or seven years, had some 
sort of nervous crisis, after which he emerged into the com- 
parative calm of the final plays. This may well be. But I be- 
lieve that if Ttmon is the product of a period of crisis, so is 
Hamlet. Not a crisis of exhaustion, but of acceleration. The 
sudden realization of new powers must have been as dis- 
turbing as the feeling, seven years later, of having drained 
those powers away. 

This was the force that pulled Hamlet apart : the sudden 
discovery by Shakespeare that there was no longer any limit 
to his strength. No technical problem need remain unsolved. 
In verse, he could draw on the Marlovian grandeur of Rich- 
ard Illy as well as on the lyricism of Twelfth Night. In prose, 
he could combine the richness of the Falstaff scenes with the 
dry elegance of a speech by Benedick. And while gathering 
into a new unity the strength he had already shown, Shake- 
speare was at the same time able to draw on the strength he 
had not yet shown. Verse with a colloquial, sinewy rapidity, 
a psychological penetration that reveals the inner nature of 
a man’s mind in half a dozen sentences - these are the marks 
of the mature Shakespeare, and we find them for the first 
time in Hamlet. Along with this abrupt enlargement of 
powers we see a willingness to juxtapose styles and to mingle 
experimental with traditional elements. The opening scene on 
the ramparts is in the well-tried vein of the revenge thriller. 
The scene with the players is in the vein of a prose comedy 
of manners like Much Ado. Whereas the scene of Ophelia’s 
funeral - the suspicion of suicide, the unforgiving priest, 
the maimed rites, the horrible scuffle in the grave - might, as 
Mr Rylands acutely remarks, have come from a novel by 
Thomas Hardy. 

In a word, Hamlet is too much. The endlessly burgeoning 
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material breaks out of the commonplace mould. Where the 
conventional revenge-play hero is kept from fulfilling his 
vow only by material difficulties^ Hamlet hesitates because 
of '‘conscience’. Where the simple revenge-code demands a 
life for a life, Hamlet in his suit of black walks among skulls 
and philosophizes incomparably on death. Where the con- 
ventional villain of the play is a self-satisfied brute, Claudius 
is as fully convinced of his own wickedness, and as horrified 
by it, as Hamlet is. At other points, folk-tale material in- 
trudes; Fortinbras with his emblematic name (‘Strong-m- 
Arm ’) resembles some hero of fairy-tale ; but Gertrude, who 
might well have been on this plane (the murderous mother), 
turns out to be another psychological study, the weak wo- 
man among strong men. 

In one respect, and one only, is Hamlet rock-steady. It is 
completely true to the mature Shakespearean concept of trag- 
edy, whereby the destructive power of evil is set going by an 
initial offence against pietas : the murder of a brother, the 
violent usurpation of a crown. From then on, disorder spirals 
outward The initial act of brutal folly is finally expiated at 
a cost far beyond its own range of reference. Claudius is pun- 
ished by death, but we may well feel that death is merciful 
compared with the desperate loneliness of his brief reign. 
Having renounced the natural tie, he is cut off from God 
and man : he knows neither prayer nor friendship. The 
tempest that is stirred up by his defiance of ' the primal eld- 
est curse’ cannot be stilled until it has claimed other lives 
than his own, those of Ophelia, Poionms, Gertrude, Laertes, 
Hamlet himself : just as Macbeth’s crime will cost the lives 
of Banquo and of Macduff’s wife and children, or Lear’s 
will cost the life of Cordelia. Once ‘order’ is jarred, the 
shock will run tlirough everything. Already, on the thresh- 
old of Shakespeare’s tragic period, we see his concept of 
wiong-doing : the wilful child puts his hand on the switch, 
and suddenly a world of terror is upon us. 
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King Lear begins^ like Hamlet^ at a tremendous pace. With- 
in two minutes we have been launched mco the sub-plot, and 
Within five into the main plot. Both stones begin with offen- 
ces against the natural order. Gloucester, whom we first see 
in conversation with the more austere Kent, is Vhomme 
moyen sensuel^ a nb-digging clubman with a rat chuckle. 
V/e see him introducing to Kent his illegitimate son Ed- 
mund, With a mixture o£ ruefulness and pride; he makes 
his confession m a rnan-to-man, joking fashion (‘! cannot 
conceive you.' ‘Sir, this young fellow's mother could and 
incidentally lets slip that he has ' a son, by order of law. some 
^ear elder than this’. "Wc might expect a man’s illegitimate 
son, product of a rootless period of his life, to be older than 
his legitimate, not younger ; Gloucester’s code has evidcndy 
permitted a self-indulgence that goes beyond the ordinary 
masculine casualness. Kent turns aside Gloucester’s uneasy 
biuifness with, ‘I cannot wish the fault undone, the issue of 
it being so proper’, and greets the young man with grave 
courtesy. Already, the nature of Gloucester’s offence is clear 
to us. 

Immediately afterwards, Lear enters, and announces his 
‘darker purpose’, which is to give up the duties and cares of 
kingship while retaining ‘the name, and all th’ addition to 
a king'. He does not see the obvious dangers of this ; after a 
lifetime of autocratic power, he cannot im.agine a world in 
which he would no longer be deferred to as a king. His per- 
sonal folly is matched only by his political nawete^ since he 
intends to split England into three and divide it among the 
husbands of his three daughters. 

As if this giddy plunge were not enough, Lear proceeds to 
gratify his vanity by engaging his daughters in a flattering- 
contest. The more eloquendy they can express their love for 
him, the larger will be their share of the kingdom. (This 
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part of the story has been called unrealistiCj or defended as 
one defends a Grimm fairy-story ; but not by anyone who 
has any experience of ageing men who have enjoyed too 
much power for their own good.) Goneril and Regan pass 
this test easily, but Cordelia dries up, and Lear's rage and 
disappointment come welling out m a terrible curse. 

LEAR : So young and so untender? 

CORDELIA: So young, my lord, and true. 

LE AR : Let it be so * Thy truth, then, be thy dower ! 

For, by the sacred radiance of the sun, 

The mysteries of Hecat and the night ; 

By all the operation of the orbs 
From whom we do exist and cease to be ; 

Here I disclaim all my paternal care. 

Propinquity and property of blood, 

And as a stranger to my heart and me 

Hold thee from this for ever. The barbarous Scythian, 

Or he that makes his generation messes 
To gorge his appetite, shall to my bosom 
Be as well neighbour’d, pitied, and reliev’d, 

As thou my sometime daughter. 

Lear’s peculiar blend of impetuosity, obstinacy and emo- 
tional self-indulgence is hideous in its anti-human destruc- 
tiveness. Having banished Kent for trying to intervene, 
made an enemy of the King of France at the moment of los- 
ing Cordelia to him, divided his realm and given himself up 
to the mercies of Goneril and Regan, he has in a few wild 
moments destroyed the basis of everyone’s happiness and 
cleared the way for greed and cruelty to roam unchecked. 
His vengefulness is such that when France offers to take 
Cordelia without a dowry, he repeats that she is no longer 
his child : ‘for we Have no such daughter’. 

The scene ends, and within a few minutes we see Glou- 
cester deceived by Edmund’s plan to discredit and supplant 
Edgar ; a little later (Act II, Scene i) we hear him exclaim in- 
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dignandys *I never got him! ’ and call Edmund ‘loyal and 
natural boy’. Thus the tragic chain of events is set in mo- 
tion : the two fathers have renounced the children who love 
them^ and elected to trust the children who will betray them. 
Each has repudiated the natural bond and, horribly erring, 
cited ‘ nature ’ herself as the authority for his action. To Lear, 
Cordelia is ‘a wretch whom nature is ashamed Almost d 
acknowledge hers’. To Gloucester, Edgar is an ‘Unnatural, 
detested, brutish villain 1 Worse than brutish ! ’ 

Both men have sinned against ‘nature’, the vital prin- 
ciple in all things ; and the revenge of nature will be a ter- 
rible one. They will be cut adrift from the ordinary kindness 
and protection which human beings extend to one another : 
they will be sent wandering in a storm, the great Shake- 
spearean symbol of disorder; in the end, one must be 
blinded in order to see, the other must go mad in order to 
understand. 


6 

The punishments inflicted on these two suffering fathers are 
parallel, but not really similar. Gloucester is the weaker char- 
acter. His sins have been passive rather than active. He has 
indulged himself, neglected deeper responsibilities, let 
things slide. The nature of his tragedy is (almost) adequately 
summed up in the tit-for-tat moralizing of Edgar’s words to 
Edmund in Act V, Scene iii : 

The gods are just, and of our pleasant vices 
Make instruments to plague us : 

The dark and vicious place where thee he got 
Cost him his eyes. 

Characteristically, the sin into which Gloucester most 
readily falls, when calamity overtakes him, is that of despair. 
By pushing back in time to a pre-Christian Stonehenge Bri- 
tain, Shakespeare was probably trying to give himself a 
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metaphysical freedom that could only come from dealing 
with characters who had not heard of original sin, redemp- 
tion, and the other specific Christian doctrines ; but the scene 
in which Edgar, acting the part of an anonymous country- 
man, pretends to assist his father in his suicide-leap from 
Beachy Head, and then, assuming another voice, picks him 
up and talks of his miraculous deliverance from the power of 
a ‘fiend’ with ‘a thousand noses, Horns whelk’d and waved 
like the enridged sea’ - this is an injection of pure Christ- 
ianity, and an interesting contribution to the dialectic of the 
play. 

Gloucester, m the end, dies offstage ; too faint a character 
to be allowed the pomp of a tragic death, he is led away to be 
‘bestowed with a friend’, and we learn later that, on his be- 
ing reunited with Edgar, his heart, torn between grief and 
joy, has ‘burst smilingly’. 

Lear’s punishment, like his crime, is altogether bigger and 
more complex. It is in two stages. First he has to be educated 
to the point at which he is fit for the full purgation. Not 
every silly old man is good enough to be punished on this 
Promethean scale. 

This initial, educative phase is represented by Lear’s wan- 
derings m the storm. His spiritual growth during these 
scenes is rapid and clearly marked. We start at rock-bottom. 
Lear has gone on from stupidity to stupidity. He has made 
himself intolerable at his first anchorage, with Goneril and 
her husband. At the first sign of impatience on the part of 
his hosts, he imperiously calls Oswald, the steward (who, 
admittedly, is a horrible creature) and thrusts at him the 
question which cannot be answered as he wishes and ex- 
pects it to be. 

O, you sir, you 1 Come you hither, sir. Who am I, sir.? 

OSWALD: My lady’s father. 

The clash of wills is now provoked, and very soon we see 
Lear uttering his hideous curse on Goneril. 
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Hear, Nature, hear ; dear goddess, hear. 

Suspend thy purpose, i£ thou didst intend 
To make this creature fruitful. 

Into her womb convey sterility ; 

Dry up in her the organs of increase; 

And from her derogate body never spring 
A babe to honour her ! if she must teem, 

Create her child of spleen, that it may live 
And be a thwart disnatur’d torment to her. 

Let it stamp wrinkles in her brow of youth, 

With cadent tears fret channels in her cheeks. 

Turn all her mother’s pains and benefits 
To laughter and contempt, that she may feel 
How sharper than a serpent’s tooth it is 
To have a thankless child. 

The ‘dear goddess’, Nature, is that same Nature invoked by 
Edmund (‘Thou, Nature, art my goddess’) in his declara- 
tion of war against humanity. Edmund will have his way, 
whatever the cost to others ; he recognizes no humane im- 
pulse towards mercy or truthfulness. The Nature he invokes 
is the Nature of the serpent’s tooth, and he sees in her noth- 
ing but the sanction of his ruthless egotism. Animals prey on 
one another ; if he preys on his brother and his father, he is 
obeying the same Nature - that is his view of the matter, 
Lear, at the beginning of his Purgatorio, holds much the 
same views. Though he has brushed aside the claims of this 
same Nature in declaring Cordelia no daughter of his, he 
does not hesitate to call upon her to act out his fantasies of 
vengeance on Goneril. 

A similar encounter with Regan follows, and during this 
scene Lear makes his first faltering step towards better spiri- 
tual health. Goneril, who has followed him across country, 
now confronts him and helps to poison his already sick wel- 
come from Regan. Lear turns on her, and we expect an- 
other renunciation and another curse. But what he actually 
says is, 
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I prithee, daughter, do not make me mad. 

I will not trouble thee, my child ; farewell. 

Well no more meet, no more see one another. 

But yet thou art my flesh, my blood, my daughter; 

Or rather a disease that’s in my £esh, 

Which I must needs call mine ; thou art a boil, 

A plague-sore, or embossed carbuncle 

In my corrupted blood. But I’ll not chide thee ; 

Let shame come when it will, I do not call it ; 

I do not bid the Thunder-bearer shoot, 

Nor tell tales of thee to high-judging Jove. 

Mend when thou canst ; be better at thy leisure ; 

I can be patient. 

Disease though she is, Goneril is Lear’s daughter, 'whom I 
must needs call mine’. This, at any rate, is an improvement 
on the state represented by his renunciation of Cordelia, 
‘my sometimes daughter’, or Gloucester’s ‘I never got him’. 

However, if step at all, it is a tiny one. The castle gates 
swing shut, and Lear wanders off over the heath, accomp- 
anied by the Fool and trailed by Kent, as the storm gathers 
its full terrible force. Very soon (Act III, Scene ii) we see him 
buffeted by the weather, and challenging it with bombastic 
rhetoric to do its worst; the sight of universal destruction 
can be nothing but welcome to a man so cruelly wronged 
as he. 

Crack nature’s moulds, all germens spill at once, 

That makes ingrateful man. 

As he becomes more distracted, he sees the storm as an 
instrument of divine vengeance - on other people. He has, 
still, no inkling that his own sms are as bad as anyone else’s. 

Let the great gods, 

That keep this dreadful pudder o’er our heads, 

Find out their enemies now. Tremble, thou wretch, 

That hast within thee undivulged crimes 
Unwhipp’d of justice. Hide thee, thou bloody hand ; 
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Thou peijur’ds and thou simular man of virtue 
That art incestuous ; caitiff, to pieces shake, 

That under covert and convenient seeming 
Hast practis’d on man’s life« Close pent-up guilts, 

Rive your concealing continents, and cry 
These dreadful summoners grace. I am a man 
More smn’d against than sinning. 

His heart is still stony with self-rightecusness. But the 
lessons of adversity are crowding m fast. Within a fev/ min- 
utes we hear him say, 'My wits begin to turn’. And immed- 
iately he goes on to utter the first unselfish sentiment we 
have yet had from him. 

Poor fool and knave, I have one part in my heart 
That’s sorry yet for thee. 

The significant thing there is the identification of madness 
with a fresh view of his situation. Both begin to gam upon 
him in the same moment And this should prepare us for an 
appreciation of the complex and subtle use of madness 
throughout this section of the play. Lear, whose wits are gen- 
uinely breaking down, is flanked on one side by the Fool 
and on the other by Edgar, The Fool, as we saw m our 
discussion of Feste and Touchstone, is descended from a 
line of visionary simpletons. His speech is wild, rambling, 
full of strange juxtapositions; his humour is frequently 
surrealist. ('This prophecy Merlin shall make, for I Jive be- 
fore his time ’.) Edgar, for his part, is feigning madness as a 
disguise. Thus three kinds of madness are woven into a 
strange pattern before our eyes. And the result is a fresh 
look at the human being in a setting of 'Nature’. For mad- 
ness, if It means derangement, also means the breaking of 
that constricting mould of habit and acquired information 
which keeps our perceptions dull. If the Fool is, as I have 
suggested, a surrealist, he embodies that lesson which the 
surrealists of the early twentieth century were to teach - 
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the so-called ‘paranoid method’ which simulated insanity 
in order to break down the crust of familiarity which keeps 
us from perception. 

Madness means destruction of the past. The madman has 
no memory. He cannot reason from his experiences nor be 
held to account for his actions of yesterday. Shakespeare has 
already shown us Hamlet taking advantage of this freedom. 
Now, in an infinitely more complex pattern, he shows us 
the breakdown of reason producing illumination as the 
three wild figures reel across the stage. 

But this is to anticipate. We left Lear saying ‘Poor fool 
and knave, I have one part m my heart That’s sorry yet for 
thee’. Before the encounter with Edgar, that is, some 
spiritual progress has already been made. A brief scene 
between Edmund and Gloucester, inserted both as plot- 
feeding and as a kind of punctuation, comes next ; then we 
see Lear, led by Kent and the Fool, arriving at the hovel 
which offers some pitiful shelter. He insists that the Fool 
should enter first, and gendy propels him with ‘Nay, get 
thee in. I’ll pray, and then I’ll sleep’. 

What will be the nature of this prayer ? Another horrible 
curse, another cry for vengeance on his daughters ? On the 
contrary, what he offers up is a prayer to poverty ; a plea for 
forgiveness from ‘a fellow that never had the ache in his 
shoulders’. 

Poor naked wretches, wheresoe’er you are. 

That bide the pelting of this pitiless storm, 

How shall your houseless heads and unfed sides, 

Your loop’d and window’d raggedness, defend you 
From seasons such as these? O, I have ta’en 
Too little care of this ! Take physic, pomp ; 

Expose thyself to fed what wretches feel, 

That thou mayst shake the superflux to them, 

And show the heavens more just. 

Lear has, in fact, arrived at the state of illumination rep- 
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resented by Kent’s remark in die stocks : ‘Nothing almost 
sees miracles but misery’. Reduced to a state below the level 
even of his fallen fortuneSj insulted and left in the stocks^ 
Kent opens the letter he is carryings and from it learns that 
the King of France is planning an invasion. The joy he feels 
at this news is greater than if he had been in his former 
state ; when we sink to a low enough levels he says to him- 
self^ we are fit ground for the seed of miracles to fall on. 
Lear echoes this when he acknowledges that bareness and 
poverty have opened his mind and been ‘physic’ to his 
‘pomp’. 

The Fooh meanwhile, has obediently crawled into the 
hovel, only to come scutdmg out in terror at Edgar’s blood- 
curdling shriek. This is a turning-point in the play ; if we 
examine the tone of Lear’s speeches before and after this 
moment, we shall find that he crosses, just here, the hair-line 
between great strain and actual madness. Edgar, when 
questioned by Kent, naturally invents a feigned history for 
himself ; but his invention is not random. It is dovetailed 
into the main theme of this section of the play. He declares 
that he has been a serving-man, full of the fashionable arts 
of pleasing, corrupt in every way and especially in sexual 
matters. He curled his hair and wore gloves in his cap ; his 
life was at the furthest possible remove from the simplicity 
of Nature. Yet now, he has become the very emblem of 
humanit) reduced to the state of the animals. And Lear, 
with the vision of his madness, sees this at once. To him, 
the naked figure crouching in the straw is ‘the thing itself’. 
Wretched as they are^^ he and his two companions are still 
‘sophisticated’, removed from Nature by a layer of artifi- 
ciality. 

Why, thou wert better in a grave than to answer with thy un- 
cover’d body this extremity of the skies. Is man no more than 
this? Consider him well. Thou ow’st the worm no silk, tlie 
beast no hide, the sheep no wool, the cat no perfume* Ha 1 here s 
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three on’s are sophisticated * Thou art the thing itself : unac- 
commodated man is no more but such a poor^ bare, forked ani- 
mal as thou art. Oif, off, you lendings 1 Come, unbutton here. 

Lear is at last brought face to face with the bedrock hu- 
man condition. If men do not protect themselves by asso- 
ciation and alliance, if they do not unite to rob the animals 
of fur, hide and silk, they fall to this condition of pitiable 
helplessness. This is the Nature to whom he has prayed in 
his outbursts of spite, seeing her as the instrument of his 
vengeful will. Yet terrible as she is, naked Nature is holy 
and purifying ; those who have confronted her have earned 
a kind of wisdom. His madness helps Lear to perceive this, 
and he immediately becomes attached to Edgar and insists 
on questioning him as a ‘philosopher’. 

The whole central section of the play concerns itself with 
this confrontation of Nature. Lear’s exposure to the storm, 
the savage blinding of Gloucester, the lust that invades the 
minds of Goneril and Regan and turns them into deadly 
enemies - this is that uncontrolled fury into which Nature 
leads human beings who have forgotten their Nature. For 
humanity includes pietas. To be set on nothing but rapine 
and slaughter is to deny humanity. Gloucester, already 
bound fast m the chair, urges on Regan the wickedness of 
sending her father out into the storm. 

If wolves had at thy gate howl’d that dern time, 

Thou should ’st have said ‘Good porter, turn the key.® 

A full humanity will not behave wolfishly even to a wolf. 
Human nature must rebel against itself before such cruel- 
ties are possible. This is the question at which Lear’s broken 
mind is gnav/ing when he slumps beside the fire in the shel- 
ter provided by Gloucester, and mutters, 

Then let them anatomize Regan; see what breeds about her 
heart. Is there any cause m nature that make these hard hearts 

The play’s answer to this question is No. Unnaturalncss, 
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not Nature^ breeds hard hearts. Ordinary humanity, not 
turned from its course by the injection of some evil element, 
is faithful to the human bond of mutual support and kind- 
ness. And to underscore this point, Shakespeare has written 
in an episode, m the very middle of the play’s murkiest pas- 
sage, which affirms the decency of ordinary humanity. When 
Cornwall has put out one of Gloucester’s eyes, and is just 
about to attack the other, one of the servmg-men releases his 
hold on the victim and draws his sword against his master. 
They fight, and though the servant is lulled by a stab from 
behind, administered by Regan, he has already given Corn- 
wall a wound that will prove mortal. This is a pivotal epi- 
sode in the play, for it is the death of Cornwall that leaves 
Regan without a mate and turns her thoughts towards Ed- 
mund, already the lover of her sister ; and this leads directly 
to the murderous jealousy which renders their alliance un- 
workable and finally claims the lives of both. 

Just before going back into his castle to meet his cruel 
punishment, Gloucester has seen to it that Lear is earned 
away to Dover to seek the protection of the invading army. 
Kent and the Fool carry Lear away on a litter, and with their 
exit this section of the play ends. The Fool’s last words, Til 
go to bed at noon signal his departure from the action ; we 
hear nothing further about him except that he is hanged, so 
that his exit line has a melancholy prescience, for to go to bed 
at noon is symbolic of a life cut short m youth. Edgar s role, 
too, changes from this point on ; he becomes more and more 
of a power in the plot, dispensing comfort and justice, and 
at the end it is, fittingly, on his shoulders that the authority 
of government rests. 

For Lear there remains the supreme agony. Scarcely has 
he grown into the power to love another human being, and 
fixed his love entirely upon Cordelia, when she is murdered 
and he dies of grief. Shakespeare took the story of King Lear 
from a number of sources, but the basic version is that given 
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in Holinshed’s Chronicles. In that account the wicked 
daughters are foiled^ and Lear is restored to the throne and 
lives for two more years. Cordelia succeeds him^ but five 
years later she is deposed by her nephews^ who have presum- 
ably inherited the wickedness of their mothers^ and kills her- 
self in prison. In Shakespeare’s handling of the plot, Corde- 
lia’s death is brought forward and made directly consequent 
on Lear’s initial act of destructive folly. At last, having at- 
tained to the dignity of tragic suffering, Lear is plunged into 
the gigantic agony which links him in world literature with 
Oedipus and Prometheus. 

We noted at the beginning of this chapter that Shake- 
speare’s tragedies differ from one another in the extent to 
which they are tragic. King Lear^ which ranges across the 
field of tragedy more widely than any other work in Eng- 
lish, contains elements of pure tragedy blended with an 
optimism which finally triumphs. For when all is over, the 
picture of human nature we find in this play is not entirely 
dark. Goneril and Regan, Cornwall and Edmund, behave 
savagely, but their savagery has been released by the folly of 
Lear and Gloucester. They are the instruments of Nature’s 
revenge for the disturbance of pietas - a revenge, admittedly, 
which sweeps far beyond the bounds of the original offence 
and includes innocent beings in its wrath. Nevertheless, 
average humanity, the play insists, is not corrupted ; it re- 
mains true to that Nature which lifts man above the beasts. 
The structural importance that Shakespeare has given to the 
revolt of Cornwall’s anonymous serving-man, as we have 
seen, reminds us of this ; so does the merciful attitude of the 
equally anonymous ‘Old Man* who leads the blinded Glou- 
cester to Edgar, and who, believing as he does that Edgar is 
the merest riff-raff, ‘madman and beggar too’, determines 
to clothe him so that he can be of better service to Gloucester : 
T’ll bring him the best *parel that I have. Come on’t what 
will*. 
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Ordinary humanity recognizes the nature within it as well 
as the nature without. The reckless cruelty of the elements 
is not paralleled in fully human hearts. Kent and the Fool 
stick by Lear from first to last; Albany is an upright man ; 
Edgar strives consistently for ends higher than his own 
selfipreservation. Swinburne’s remark^ that Gloucester’s 

As Hies to wanton boys are we to th’ gods ; 

They kill us for their sport 

sums up the whole spirit of the play, shows that even a poet 
can study King Lear without the slightest comprehension. 
Shakespeare did not assemble all the varied materials of 
this mighty play to leave us, at the end, with a capsule 
of facile pessimism. In this story of a great offence, expiated 
by a great suffering, we end at a higher point than we began. 
Lear, as he staggers in carrying the body of Cordelia, is 
blessed by comparison with the savagely limited figure we 
see at the beginning; he knows, at last, what love means. 

All this titanic expenditure of effort and suffering to 
teach two stupid old men how to love } Yes : and rightly ; 
for the colossal extravagance of means, the cosmic excess of 
upheaval and waste, celebrates the range and importance of 
the nature of man. At such times, even the supreme powers 
of the universe (whatever and -wherever they may be) 
humble themselves before man, and bow to him, for 

Upon such sacrifices, my Cordelia, 

The gods themselves throw incense. 

7 

The crime of Macbeth is a shockingly multiple violation of 
pietas. Like Claudius, he commits murder, and the murder 
of a kinsman, in order to seize the throne. But his action 
throws an even darker shadow than Claudius’s. As a host, 
he kills the guest who is depending on his protection. As a 
husband, he allows his wife to overrule him for an evil 
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purpose. As a soldier enjoying the special gratitude of 
King and people for having saved them from a dangerous 
enemy, he tosses that gratitude aside by murdering the King 
and oppressing the people. 

Macbeth’s greatness is never in doubt. From a great 
national hero, he becomes a great tyrant. He acts on a grand 
scale. And the sublimity of his tragedy lies in the heroic 
fatalism with which he accepts his damnation. Having, 
against his own judgement, plunged into a career of destruc- 
tion, having embraced the cause of disorder and identified 
himself with that anti-Nature represented by the witches, 
he recognizes that there is no longer any route back to order, 
pietas and goodness. Just as Faustus at last realizes what it is 
to be in the clutches of Hell, just as Othello sees himself 
finally as one 

whose hand. 

Like the base Judaean, threw away a pearl 
Richer than all his tribe, 

so Macbeth knows from the very moment of stabbing 
Duncan that he has ‘given to the common enemy of man- 
kind’ his ‘eternal jewel’. 

In this he is tragically clear-sighted, but in other respects 
he is progressively misguided and deceived. In particular, 
he accepts too simple-mindedly the division between natural 
and unnatural. He himself plays by the rules of hell and 
expects everyone else to play by the rules of heaven. Al- 
though he has thrown in his lot with the witches, called their 
sorcery to his aid, and announced that he wishes to throw 
off his human nature and his place in the ordered scale of 
created beings, he is insanely confident that these forces will 
never boomerang. When it is prophesied that Birnam 
Wood must come to Dunsinane before he can be over- 
thrown, and even then only by a man not born of woman, 
he accepts this as a guarantee of earthly protection. And 
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when, finally, these two prodigies are fulfilled, but in a 
natural framework - when, that is, he is defeated by ap- 
parent but not real violations of order - the play’s strong 
and beautiful symbolism has described its full circle. 

8 

Of all Shakespeare’s plays, Macbeth has the closest verbal 
texture. Its imagery is so densely knit that almost every 
phrase echoes or anticipates another. In this unified organiza- 
tion, it provides a show-case example of ‘dramatic poetry’. It 
is equally poem and drama. The two forces are in perfect 
harmony. 

The characterization of both the Macbeth couple is floated 
on a tide of imagery that speaks of destructiveness, viola- 
tion and blindness. There is no need to give such obvious 
examples as Lady Macbeth’s ‘unsex me here’ speech, or 
Macbeth’s ‘stars, hide your fires’, uttered during his first 
encounter with Duncan. Obviously they both embrace 
darkness and violence. At the first sign of hesitation on 
Macbeth’s part. Lady Macbeth renounces her womanhood 
even more decisively. 


I have given suck, and know 
How tender ’tis to love the babe that milks me - 
I would, while it was smiling in my face, 

Have pluck'd ray nipple from his boneless gums, 

And dash’d the brains out, had I so sworn 
As you have done to this. 

He has, of course, not ‘sworn’ at all; the sacred oath, so 
strong that it takes precedence over the human bond, exists 
only in her imagination. I say ‘imagination’, but of course 
the key to Lady Macbeth’s actions is that she has no imagina- 
tion. A blinkered, fiercely acquisitive woman, she has no 
eyes for anything except the golden prize that seems to have 
Mien within her grasp. Savagely scolding Macbeth, driving 
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him on with exacdy the same arguments as a suburban 
housewife nagging her husband to apply for a rise^ she 
never lifts her head to the horizon. As she trots about busily 
making preparations for the murder, drugging the grooms* 
drmk, laying out the daggers, arranging this and con- 
triving that, she has no time to think what she is really 
doing ; like lago, she is satisfied to keep one jump ahead of 
the action. Only at one point does something like illumina- 
tion break in : coming down from Duncan’s chamber, she 
says, ‘Had he not resembled my father as he slept, I had 
done *t.* But she turns away from the offered revelation. 
Duncan resembles her father - very well ! Macbeth must 
kill him ; she cannot quite do it herself. Even at this moment, 
the little fool hasn’t the imagination to see that to kill Dun- 
can is the same thing as killing her father. 

The crime proceeds from her blindness. It leads Macbeth 
into the murk represented by witchcraft, ambiguous proph- 
ecies, and the eclipse of the mind’s natural daylight. The 
theme of uncertainty and deceptiveness, introduced at the 
very beginning by the wounded sergeant, is echoed by 
Duncan in his grief at being deceived by the Thane of 
Cawdor (‘There’s no art To find the mind’s construction 
in the face’) and continued right up to Macbeth’s despair- 
ing cry m the last scene of the play, 

And be these juggling fiends no more believ’d 
That palter with us in a double sense, 

That keep the word of promise to our ear, 

And break it to our hope. 

It follows that darkness and blindness are obsessive themes. 
Macbeth, in the ‘stars, hide your fires’ speech, says ‘let that 
be Which the eye fears, when it is done, to see,’ In bs first 
access of horror and remorse, immediately after the murder, 
he cries out, ‘What hands are here? Ha! They pluck out 
mine eyes.’ When arranging the murder of Banquo, he 
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tells the murderers his reason for 'masking the business 
from the common eye’. The murder of Duncan takes 
place at night, that of Banquo ]ust as the light is fading. 
The witches, who ‘hover through the fog and filthy air’, are 
addressed by Macbeth as ‘secret, black and midnight hags’. 
To Macbeth and his queen, light is the enemy. All this is 
magnificently contained within the terrible invocation to 
the powers of darkness which Macbeth utters as he stares out 
through the window, oblivious for the moment of the 
bewildered figure of his wife standing beside him, into that 
dusk through which Banquo will ride to his death. 


Come, seeling night, 
Scarf up the tender eye of pitiful day, 

And with thy bloody and invisible hand 
Cancel and tear to pieces that great bond 
Which keeps me pale. Light thickens, and the crow 
Makes wing to th’ rooky wood ; 

Good things of day begin to droop and drowse, 
Whiles night’s black agents to their preys do rouse. 


This is an echo to the similar prayer to ‘thick night’ made 
by Lady Macbeth before the murder of Duncan : 


pall thee in the dunnest smoke of hell, 
That my keen knife see not the wound it makes, 
Nor heaven peep through the blanket of the dark 
To cry ‘Hold, hold!’ 


But there is a significant difference of emphasis. Lady 
Macbeth will not actually have to inflict a wound with a 
keen knife ; her invocation has a certain theatricality about 
it; she wants to make a large gesture towards bloody-minded- 
ness, whereas Macbeth has a terrible and sombre knowledge 
of just what it is that he is doing. She is content to ask 
heaven to look the other way, and let the matter rest there ; 
he knows that the murder he plans will put him finally 
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outside the human family. His monstrous prayerj * Cancel 
and tear to pieces that great bond Which keeps me pale ’3 is 
the exact equivalent of the moment when Faustus, under the 
guidance of Mephistopheles, signs away his soul. 

By contrast, the play’s ‘good’ characters - those who are 
on the side of life and positiveness - constantly use the 
imagery of green and growing things. Duncan, greeting 
Macbeth on his return from the batdefield, says, ‘I have 
begun to plant thee, and will labour To make thee full of 
growing’. Ban quo uses this kind of imagery naturally; he 
has already said to the witches 

If you can look into the seeds of time, 

And say which gram will grow and which will not, 

Speak then to me. 

And when Duncan, turning to him after greeting Macbeth, 
says ‘let me infold thee And hold thee to my heart’, Banquo 
replies, ‘There if I grow, The harvest is your own’. It is he, 
on the party’s first arnvmg at Macbeth’s casde, who notices 
the ‘procreant cradles’ of the house-martins. He has a 
natural reverence for, and interest in, aJl forms of life. 

This imagery is confix med in the play’s visual symbolism. 
When Macbeth is driven by desperation to call on the 
witches for aid in reading his future, the third and most 
riddling apparition they show him, the one who utters the 
prophecy about Birnam Wood and high Dunsinane hill, 
is ‘a Child crowned, with a tree in his hand’. This tree 
signifies the fecund royal line of Banquo’s succession, and 
also hints at the Teafy screen’ which will be carried by the 
advancing English soldiers as they move towards Dun- 
sinane. It is a pity that most stage directors approach this 
latter scene in a depressed, let’s-get-it-over frame of mind ; 
the steady forward march of ten thousand men, each carry- 
ing a green bough, is a wonderful visual symbol of the great 
tide of Nature flowing over the scene of Macbeth’s crime, 
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brmging healing and renewal. Similarly the Caesarean 
operation which brought Macduff into the world is a better 
plot-pivot than, say, the legalistic quihble with which Portia 
entraps Shylock, since such an operation is one of the ways 
in wthch the hand of man (‘the great assay of art’) comes to 
the aid of Nature for a creative purpose. 

When the play is all but over, and Malcolm speaks the 
closing lines, we find the note of green and living things 
sounded once more, when the new King promises to attend 
faithfully to the many tasks that await him : ‘What’s more to 
do. Which would be planted newly with the time . . . We 
will perform’. The new life of Scotland will be ‘planted’ 
on the soured and trampled sod; growth, continuity and 
nature will come back into their own. 

9 

One of the most important characters in Macbeth is one who 
has no lines and does not even appear on the stage. In Act IV , 
Scene in, we find Macduff visiung Malcolm at the court of 
the English King, Edward the Confessor. This is one of Ae 
crucial passages of Ae play, and any stage production which 
allows the interest to slacken at this pomt is failing to inter- 
pret Ae story properly. Edward Ae Confessor is a king who 
is Ae opposite of MacbeA; saintly, much loved, he is Ae 
mtermediary between his subjects and Ae mercies of heaven. 
He has Ae power to heal scrofula by Ae laymg on of hands : 

How he solicits heaven. 

Himself best knows ; but strangely-visited people, 

AU swoln and ulcerous, pitiful to Ae eye. 

The mere despair of surgery, he cures, 

Han^ng a golden stamp about Adr necks. 

Put on wiA holy prayers ; and ’tis spoken. 

To Ae succeeAng royalty he leaves 

The healmg benediction. With Ais strange virtue 

He haA a heavenly gift of prophecy ; 
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And sundry blessings hang about his throne 
That speak him full of grace. 

These lines, admiringly spoken by Malcolm, heir to the 
throne of Scotland, establish Edward the Confessor as one 
of the play’s positive forces. Like the witches, he can 
prophesy, but his is ‘a heavenly gift’, not derived from the 
powers of evil as theirs is, and therefore not deceiving men 
or inciting them to wickedness. His gift of healing, more- 
over, is left ‘to the succeeding royalty’; and we recall that 
the ceremony of ‘touching for the King’s Evil’ lasted 
through many reigns, and was not finally abandoned by the 
English monarchy till the death of Queen Anne. 

Edward heals: Macbeth poisons and wounds. Macduff, 
disillusioned by the self-condemnation of Malcolm, asks 
when Scotland shall see her ‘wholesome days again’. And 
when the Scots lords join with the English power to drive 
Macbeth out, one of them, Caithness, says, 

Well, march we on 

To give obedience where ’tis truly ow’d. 

Meet we the med’cine of the sickly weal ; 

And with him pour we m our country’s purge 
Each drop of us. 

The imagery of a laxative is carried on by Macbeth himself, 
who, m bitter mockery of the doctor who has failed to cure 
Lady Macbeth (‘Canst thou not minister to a mind 
diseas’d ’) asks him to use his skill where it might do some 
good : 

If thou couldst, doctor, cast 
The water of my land, find her disease, 

And purge it to a sound and pristine health, 

I would applaud thee to the very echo, 

That should applaud again. - Pull’t off, I say. •“ 

What rhubarb, senna, or what purgative drug, 

Would scour these English hence? 
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Reverting for a moment to the scene at the English court, 
it IS o£ course here that Shakespeare draws together the 
audience’s feelings of revulsion from Macbeth and gives 
them a focus. We begin with a very considerable sympathy 
for Macbeth ; even after the murder of Banquo, this has not 
quite dispersed ; but the decision to sack the castle of Mac- 
duff and butcher his family, which is taken rapidly and with 
no hint of inward struggle, indicates that he has now be- 
come a monster. The touching scene with Lady Macduff 
and her children is immediately followed by the conversation 
at King Edward’s court, at which Macduff learns of Mac- 
beth’s brutal retribution. Ail this passage is remarkably 
modern-sounding to twentieth-century ears; during the 
Second World War, London was full of emigre govern- 
ments, working from temporary headquarters and issuing 
their version of what was happening in their countries; 
and all twentieth-century tyrants have found it convenient, 
when an opponent of the regime has managed to get away 
to safety, to punish him by murdering the relatives who re- 
main behind. Macduff’s grief, slowly hardening into anger, 
is essential for the play’s effect; and his cry ‘He has no 
children ’ brings out with superb economy, the gulf between 
Macbeth (or a Hitler, or a Stalin) and the ordinary, human 
man who loves and is loved. Since Lady Macbeth has ‘given 
suck some people have seen a contradiction here ; but it is 
not deeply felt as a contradiction. The Macbeths may have 
had children at some time or another, but as we see them 
in the play they are lost to any such creative purpose ; they 
stand against life. 

Dramatically, the core of the play is the contrast between 
the spiritual states of Macbeth and his wife. Her crime is 
shallowness; she does not understand what it is that she is 
involving them both in, and when knowledge at last breaks 
in, she cannot bear it and goes to pieces almost at once. This 
contrast is very clear in die play’s opening scenes. When 
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Macbeth first meets the witches, and later when he is amazed 
to hear that their prophecies are already beginning to come 
true, he is tossed this way and that by violent emotions. 
Before he has spoken a line in answer to their predictions, 
Banquo is already asking 

Good sir, why do you start, and seem to fear 
Things that do sound so fair ^ 

Almost immediately comes the news that the first of these 
predictions is fulfilled, and at once Macbeth is plunged 
into renewed agitation. 

. . . why do I yield to that suggestion 
Whose horrid image doth unfix my hair 
And make my seated heart knock at my ribs 
Against the use of nature? 

When Lady Macbeth first reads his letter, there is no com- 
parable hesitation, since her nature is superficial and op- 
portunistic. Her first line expresses a determination already 
completely formed. 

Glamis thou art, and Cawdor; and shah he 
What thou art promised. 

And at once she states to herself the major problem; 'how to 
get Macbeth to act against his own nature. He is too full 
of the milk of human kindness. We shall be reminded of 
that milk later, when she makes her frightful declaration 
about dashing out the brains of a baby as it ‘milks ’ her ; and 
again when Malcolm, representing himself as a monster in 
order to test the good faith of Macduff, says, 

had I pow’r, I should 
Pour the sweet milk of concord into hell, 

Uproar the universal peace, confound 
Ail unity on earth. 

After the murder, Macbeth is already numbed. By an un- 
forgettable dramatic irony, he makes a speech to Lennox 
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which has the double function of keeping up his deceit - 
it is just the speech that a coolly unscrupulous ruf&an 
would make - and expressing, with a masked but complete 
sincerity, his own remorse. 

Had I but died an hour before this chance, 

I had liv’d a blessed time ; for, from this instant, 

There’s nothing serious in mortality - 
All IS but toys ; renown and grace is dead ; 

The wine of life is drawn, and the mere lees 
Is left this vault to brag of. 

All he can think of is his bitter, overwhelming regret and 
self-disgust. It is Lady Macbeth who organizes everything, 
throws a skilful faint when the questions turn awkward, 
and begins at once to set up the social life of the new royal 
couple by issuing invitations to a banquet. The exact point 
at which she begins to break down is a problem for pro- 
ducer and actress to work out between them. That the 
Macbeths do not have a scene together after Act III, Scene 
iv, immediately after the banquet, has struck some com- 
mentators as an omission, perhaps traceable to the fact that 
the text of the play which has come down to us is very short 
and may represent a cut acting copy. To me, it seems natural 
enough. They have nothing more to say to each other ; com- 
munication between them is over, and each retires into a 
separate world of pain. 

Macbeth, so full of anguished awareness of what he is 
doing, has had nerves before committing the murder; 
afterwards, seeing that there is no other way but down- 
ward into greater hardness and cruelty, he becomes im- 
movable and rock-like, shedding his humanity along with 
his hope of eternal salvation. We see this very clearly if 
we look at the three soliloquies which precede each of his 
three murders. Before kilEng Duncan, he utters the great 
speech beginning 'If it were done when *tis done, then 
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’twere well It were done quickly^’ (Act I, Scene vii), the 
most convincing portrayal m all literature o£ a man strug- 
gling with his conscience before a dreadful act. Conscience 
wins, and Lady Macbeth has to apply the goad once more 
to drive him on. 

By the time it becomes necessary to murder Banquo, 
Macbeth has already made rapid progress into hardness ; in 
fact he has reached the point where his progress seems to 
him not rapid enough, and he makes the speech (Act III, 
Scene ii), which we have already noted, requesting ‘ seeling 
night’ to plunge everything in blackness and liberate him 
from his human bond. This hideous prayer is answered, 
and his next murder, that of Macduff’s family, is introduced 
with a soliloquy that does no more than curtly announce 
his intention. 

The castle of Macduff I will surprise, 

Seize upon Fife, give to th’ edge o’ th’ sword 
His wife, his babes, and all unfortunate souls 
That trace him m his line. No boasting like a fool : 

This deed I’ll do before this purpose cool. 

His next words, the agonized cry, ‘But no more sights!’, 
indicate, of course, that he is still m torment. But the tor- 
ment IS now the ignorant suffering of an animal. The agony 
of decision-makmg is over. He now has to live with his 
destiny, which he sees ~ righdy - as an endless vista of 
blood and hatred. 

During the earlier stages of their complicity. Lady Mac- 
beth has several times taunted Macbeth with being less than 
a man. When she is savagely mocking him with the con- 
temptuous allusion to ‘the poor cat i’ the adage’ (who loved 
fish, but was afraid to wet his feet), Macbeth replies, 

Prithee, peace; 

I dare do all that may become a man ; 

Who dares do more is none. 
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She comes back at him immediately, of course, with *What 
beast was 't, then. That made you break this enterprise to 
me ^ ' Later, during the scene of the interrupted feast, the 
same dramatic irony occurs again. After calming the amaze- 
ment of the guests, she approaches him with a hiss of ‘Are 
you a man ? ’ This sticks in Macbeth's mind, perhaps be- 
cause he has used the same taunt against the murderers of 
Banquo to prevent their hesitating. 

Are you so gospelFd, 

To pray for this good man and for his issue, 

Whose heavy hand hath bow’d you to the grave 
And beggar’d yours for ever ? 

FinsT MURDERER : We are men, my liege. 

MACBETH : Ay, in the catalogue ye go for men ; 

As hounds, and greyhounds, mongrels, spaniels, curs, 

Shoughs, water-rugs, and demi-wolves, are dept 
All by the name of dogs. 

A few minutes after his wife's challenge to his manhood, 
when the ghost appears for a second time, he raves at it, 

What man dare, I dare. 

Approach thou like the rugged Russian bear, 

The arm’d rhinoceros, or th’ Hyrcan tiger; 

Take any shape but that, and my firm nerves 
Shall never tremble. Or be alive again, 

And dare me to the desert with thy sword ; 

If trembling I inhabit, then protest me 
The baby of a girl. Hence, horrible shadow ! 

Unreal mock'ry, hence ! 

At this stage, he is still a man; a man conscious of mortal 
sin, aghast at his own cruelty, but still feeling himself tied 
to the human race if only by the dying agonies of his con- 
science. The dividing-line comes, it seems to me, in tlie 
scene (Act IV, Scene i) when he seeks out the witches and 
swears the oath which binds him to them. 
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I conjure you by that which you profess - 
Howe’er you come to know it - answer me. 

Though you untie the winds and let them fight 
Against the churches , though the yesty waves 
Confound and swallow navigation up ; 

Though bladed corn be lodg’d and trees blown down; 
Though castles topple on their warders’ heads ; 

Though palaces and pyramids do slope 

Their heads to their foundations ; though the treasure 

Of nature’s germens tumble all together, 

Even till destruction sicken - answer me 
To what I ask you. 

With the words H conjure you by that which you profess *3 
Macbeth has announced his defection from the human camp 
and his new allegiance to the power which the hags also 
serve. The rest of the speech gives rein to that recklessness 
which Lear felt when he urged the storm on to greater mis- 
chief - ‘Strike flat the thick rotundity o’ the world’. But 
where Lear’s progress is upward, to a greater humanity, 
Macbeth’s is downward 

Finally Macbeth reaches the stage of complete spiritual 
death represented by the two speeches he makes one after 
another in Act V, Scene v. The chilling cry of the women, 
offstage, stirs him only to the extent of asking what it is; 
while Seyton goes to find out, Macbeth comments almost 
idly on the fact that nothing any longer has the power to hor- 
rify him ; his human nerves are atrophied. 

I have almost forgot the taste of fears. 

The time has been my senses would have cooFd 
To hear a mght-shriek, and my fell of hair 
Would at a dismal treatise rouse and stir 
As life were in’t. I have supp’d full with horrors ; 

Direness, familiar to my slaughterous thoughts, 

Cannot once start me. 

Seyton then reappears with the announcement that Lady 
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Macbethj once his “dearest partner in greatness’, is dead. 
And in the lines beginning “ She should have died hereafter 
Macbeth once more reveals the icy loneliness of that darkness 
we enter once we have severed the human bond. His loneli- 
ness at this moment is the loneliness of lago or Claudius as 
they contemplate their crimes. He has done with human 
feeling, and as a result can have no share in the grief and joy 
of the world. Small wonder that to him life is meaningless, 
“a tale told by an idiot’. These lines have become possibly 
the most famous in Shakespeare, and one sometimes hears 
them quoted (like the similarly pessimistic lines of Glou- 
cester in Kmg Lear about flies and wanton boys) as if they 
somehow represented Shakespeare’s own point of view. Any- 
one who could think so after reading Macbeth^ or seeing an 
honest production of it, would do better to leave great poetry 
alone. 

In the battle, which now breaks out, we see Macbeth, in 
his last solitary moment, facing the knowledge that, as far 
as this world is concerned, he is no more than an animal, 
“They have tied me to the stake ; I cannot fly, But bear-like I 
must fight the course’. His descent from humanity is com- 
plete. The play is over. 

10 

Macbeth is the most Christian of Shakespeare’s works. The 
basis of Shakespearean morality, in all the plays, is Christ- 
ian, but in this play it becomes fairly explicit. The virtues of 
the good kings, Duncan and Edward the Confessor, are spe- 
cifically Christian virtues (“Such sanctity hath heaven given 
his hand’), Macbeth is conscious of damnation, and Mal- 
colm’s promise to set the realm in order, which concludes 
the action and points towards the future, has a Christian flav- 
our (“by the grace of Grace we will perform’). Even so, there 
is no easy version of Christian doctrine preached here. Ban- 
quo, one of the play’s principal heroes, father of a line of 
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kings, providing m his uprightness the example Macbeth 
ought to have followed, vows to devote himself to discover- 
ing the murderer of Duncan and upholding truth and order, 
with the words 

In the great hand of God I stand, and thence 
Against the undivulg’d pretence I fight 
Of treasonous malice. 

But the great hand of God doesn’t prevent Banquo from be- 
ing murdered by Macbeth's paid ruffians. The good are cut 
off in their prime ; heaven’s blessmgs (pace the miraculous 
powers of the saindy Edward) are not of this world : we are, 
inevitably, left with the tragic question which Lear puts to 
the dead body of Cordelia : 

Why should a dog, a horse, a rat have life, 

And thou no breath at all ? 

Once again, the tragic action has started a whirlwind 
which carries away the innocent. And our consolation must 
be that, however savagely the frame of things has been wren- 
ched apart, it is finally pushed back into its proper shape. 
The ‘dead butcher and his fiend-like queen’ have been 
beaten down and .dismissed to their punishment ; Banquo, 
appearing to Macbeth in a vision, ‘smiles’ at him, from a 
new serenity out of reach of crime and misfortune ; Scotland 
is restored to peace and health. Malcolm, like Fortmbras, 
like Edgar, will pick up the pieces and repair the damage - 
in human terms. The questions that remain in our minds 
are metaphysical only. And in order that they may rever- 
berate more strongly, Shakespeare has kept the play at a cer- 
tain distance from formal Christianity. The witches, for in- 
stance, are not really figments of the religious imagination ; 
they belong to folklore. (They are, of course, never des- 
cribed in the play as ‘witches’, but as the ‘weird sisters’, 
and they carry a distinct suggestion of the three Fates, or the 
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Noms of Scandinavian mythology.) Agents they certainly 
are of the Prince of Darkness, but their function in the play 
is not so much to bring a v^hiff of brimstone across the stage 
as to symbolize the murky, unexplored reaches of the human 
mind. Macbeth is responsive to them, Banquo is coolly w'ary ; 
their first appeal is not to anything direcdy evil in Mac- 
beth’s nature but rather to the indecision, bewilderment and 
error which is their element and which they find echoed m 
his perplexity. 

The earth hath bubbles, as the water has, 

And these are of them. 

The play’s first quarter of an hour sets the tone of this per- 
plexity. It is one huge question mark, and the characters 
seem to communicate entirely by interrogation. ‘When shall 
we three meet again?’ ‘What bloody man is that?’ ‘Dis- 
may’d not this our captains ? ’ ‘Whence cam’st thou, worthy 
thane?’ ‘Where hast thou been, sister?’ ‘How far is ’t 
called to Forres ? ’ ‘ Speak, if you can : what are you ? ’ And 
then, capping all the others, the two most important ques- 
tions : 

Good sir, why do you start, and seem to fear 

Things that do sound so fair ? 

and, 

Were such things here as we do speak about ? 

Or have we eaten on the insane root 

That takes the reason prisoner ? 

Questioning, probing; darkness^ uncertainty -- this is the 
play’s atmosphere, and it never lifts until the last few min- 
utes. Even in the scene at the English court, Malcolm is so 
surrounded by danger that he has to put on a fake character 
to test honest Macduff. Even Edward the Confessor is mys- 
terious. (‘How he solicits heaven Himself best knows’.) 
And this atmosphere is wonderfully conveyed by the play’s 
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language, which is everywhere concrete and tactile. Our 
minds are constantly directed not to things we can see, but 
to things we can touch. We respond to the imagery of Mac- 
beth not so much with our visual imagination as with our 
hands, teeth, throats, our very skin, hair and nails. 

Till he unseam’d him from the nave to th’ chaps. 

A sailor’s wife had chestnuts in her lap, 

And munch’d, and munch’d, and munch’d . . . 

Nor heaven peep through the blanket of the dark , . « 

. . . upon this bank and shoal of time - 
We’d jump the life to come. 

. , . they rise again, 

With twenty mortal murders on their crowns, 

And push us from our stools. 

Make the gruel thick and slab . . . 

. . . new sorrows 

Strike heaven on the face . . , 


, . . Now does he feel 

His secret murders sticking on his hands. . , . 

It is against this background of continuously tactile language 
that we see the force of Macbeth's horrified cry : 

Is this a dagger which I see before me. 

The handle toward my hand? 

It would be superfluous to remark on the sheer skill and 
appositeness of this. Quite apart from its spiritual range and 
depth, Macbeth is a brilliant demonstration of Shakespeare's 
prowess as a writer. Search where you will, the art of litera- 
ture can show no more dazzling performance. 

II 

The core of all Shakespeare’s tragedies is his sense of the 
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sacredness of the bonds which hold human beings together. 
In the state, the political bond; m the personal life, the bond 
of blood-relationship. And the tragic series closes with two 
plays in which the chief character turns his back on this net- 
work of relationships. In the case of Coriolanus, the voice 
of nature prevails, and the hero is won back, at dreadful cost 
to himself. In the case of Timon, he stays outside. 

Coriolanus^ like Julius Caesar^ is basically an inquiry into 
man’s political nature. Shakespeare had taken the discussion 
of power and responsibility as far as he could in the English 
historical plays - as far, that is, as he could without coming 
into collision with the doctrine of the Divine Right of Kings, 
which tended to fence off the discussion at its further bound- 
ary. Ancient Rome offered an obvious attraction ; a society 
about which the Elizabethans knew a good deal, which 
had been very politically conscious, and which afforded 
many striking examples of how men had succeeded and 
failed in the very tasks which Englishmen were now to face. 
How much rope to give the populace at home, how best to 
govern overseas possessions, and above all in what circum- 
stances it was permissible to overthrow one’s ruler by vio- 
lence - these were problems whose answers the Elizabethans 
sought eagerly in the pages of Plutarch and Livy. 

In Julius Caesar^ Shakespeare had produced a play not al- 
together unlike Richard II ; the cause of freedom may quite 
probably be best served by getting rid of Caesar, yet the deed 
is so frightful that much expiation, and much time, is 
needed before things are stable again. In this pattern, Oc- 
tavius Caesar fills the role of Henry V ; a cold, efficient 
character, he drives through to power, stability and an im- 
personal justice; but this consummation has to wait until 
Antony and Cleopatra, All we are shown in Julius Caesar is 
the mixed motives of the assassins and the swift retribution 
that falls on :kem. Cc'i^'lanus, me iasr of the :r.r-..e Rt'ina.i 
plays, goes back to an eor’ier period of Romar ^.l^>’v.ory ,nd 
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takes a new grip on the old questions : how should a republic 
be governed ^ Is a man of war, who has earned the people’s 
gratitude by protecting them from enemies, a suitable gov- 
ernor m peacetime ? 

The problems are all met very honesdy ; there is no mini- 
mizing the complexity of the situation. Volumma, mother 
of Coriolanus, is a character on whom Shakespeare expended 
much thought ; she is hardly mentioned m the source, Plut- 
arch's Lit^es^ until she goes to plead with Coriolanus at the 
head of his avenging army. Shakespeare makes her as anti- 
democratic, as implacably contemptuous of the people, as 
Coriolanus himself; but she is quite ready to advise her son 
to hide his feelings in the interests of his political career. 

Because that now it lies you on to speak 
To th' people, not by your own instruction. 

Nor by th’ matter which your heart prompts you, 

But With such words that are but roted in 
Your tongue, though but bastards and syllables 
Of no allowance to your bosom’s truth. 

Now, this no more dishonours you at all 
Than to take in a town with gentle words, 

Which else would put you to your fortune and 
The hazard of much blood. 

The attitude of the conservative aristocratic politician was 
never better summed up : throw the dogs a little insincere 
flattery, till you are safely in possession of their votes. Ob- 
viously Volumnia is not intended as a likeable woman ; she 
is as tough and ruthless as her son ; but it is she, nevertheless, 
who in the play’s most important scene is made the mouth- 
piece of a power so sacred that even Coriolanus bows to it, 
and in doing so redeems himself. And, indeed, Volumnia’s 
haughtiness is necessary to the play’s full effect. If she were 
a gentle, tender-hearted woman, her plea to Coriolanus 
would have to be more softly phrased and accompanied by 
tears such as might bring on a rush of emotion m a hardened 
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soldier, which he might afterwards disavow. It is the very 
marmoreal dignity of her appeal that makes it impossible for 
him to resist. 

Say my request’s unjust, 

And spurn me back ; but if it be not so, 

Thou art not honest, and the gods will plague thee, 

That thou restrain’ st from me the duty which 
To a mother’s part belongs. He turns away. 

Down, ladies ; let us shame him with our knees. 

To his surname Conolanus ’longs more pride 
Than pity to our prayers. Down. An end ; 

This is the last. So we will home to Rome, 

And die among our neighbours. Nay, behold ’s ! 

This boy, that cannot tell what he would have 
But kneels and holds up hands for fellowship, 

Does reason our petition with more strength 
Than thou hast to deny’t. Come, let us go. 

This fellow had a Volscian to his mother; 

His wife is in Corioli, and his child 

Like him by chance. Yet give us our dispatch. 

I am hush’d until our city be afire, 

And then FU speak a little. 

Coriolanus’s next words are his capitulation. And among the 
significant silences in Shakespeare hers is not the least, when 
he assures her that the success of this plea will be the means 
of his own destruction. 

But for your son - believe it, O, believe it ^ - 
Most dangerously you have with him prevail’d, 

If not most mortal to him. 

Volumnia says nothing, for she has always known that to 
have a hero for a son is to be ready at any time to sacrifice 
him to the demands of honour. Put in these stark terms, her 
appeal to the tie of blood is unanswerable ; Conolanus knows 
what treatment awaits him if he returns to Antium (the vari- 
ous phases of his relationship with Aufidius, incidentally, 
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are shown with an economical skill as good as anything in 
Shakespeare), but there is no other way , to renounce these 
ties would be to enter the lonely hell of Macbeth, and Corio- 
lanus nses to full heroic stature at the moment when he per- 
ceives this and understands that death is preferable. 

With Ttmon of Athens we reach the end of the tragedies. 
Shakespeare’s mind, after the years of titanic struggle with 
ultimate problems, was m a curious state, if we are to judge 
by this play. On the one hand, a certain fatigue had set in ; 
on the other, new energies seemed to be gathering. Every- 
one has noticed that m the last plays, the ‘romances’, Shake- 
speare the poet rises to new heights, while Shakespeare the 
portrayer of character and contriver of dramatic situations is 
content to spare himself. The last plays are full of fresh- 
ness and originality, in fact they create a new genre and ex- 
plore Its furthest limitations, but they contain no drama so 
intensely perceived and strongly constructed as, say, the re- 
lationship of lago and Othello. Their achievement is ima- 
ginative and mythopoeic rather than dramatic. In Ttmon of 
Athens I believe we see the beginning of this process. The 
story of Timon is simple, and Shakespeare has been content 
to leave it in its simplicity rather than enrich it with extra 
characters and incidents. This would indicate a willingness 
to save his strength, to turn aside from some of the chal- 
lenges and incitements offered by the fable. On the other 
hand, the actual writing of the play shows Shakespeare at 
the peak of his strength, in a display as dazzling as anything 
in the better-known tragic plays. Not even in Hamlet or 
Lear do we find more powerful writing than in Act IV, 
Scene iii, of Timon of Athens, This five-hundred-line stretch 
is one of Shakespeare’s showpieces. And the rest of the play 
is not far beneath it. The poet’s imagination is soaring higher 
and faster than ever. Not only in the matchless handling of 
imagery and rhythm, but in the choice of visual symbols, 
this play bridges the gap between the tragedies and the ro- 

216 



BLINDNESS 


mances, between the greatness of Macbeth and the great- 
ness of The Tempest. The ruined Timon, in the wilderness, 
digging for roots and finding a hoard of gold, which he 
throws away m disgust , or his final choice of a resting-place, 
a tomb on the sea-shore which ‘ once a day with his embossed 
froth The turbulent surge shall cover’ - these are symbols 
of the non-verbal kind to which Shakespeare’s mind, in the 
last groups of plays, increasingly turned. 

The story, as I have said, is simple. Yet its simplicity has 
not protected it from misinterpretation. The impact of the 
great rhetonc m this play is so strong that many readers and 
spectators have been moved to take Timon ’s case at his own 
valuation. He sees himself as a generous man betrayed, in 
his hour of need, by those on whom he has lavished kindness 
and bounty. In a bitter, black despair, he takes to the woods 
and lives like an animal to show his hatred and contempt of 
man. Various people visit him in his seclusion, ranging from 
robbers and prostitutes to upright and worthy men; but 
none is able to change Timon ’s despair into hope, and as a 
final act of rejection he wills his own death. And more than 
one perceptive critic has been ready to accept his bitter tir- 
ades at face-value. Even so shrewd a commentator as John 
Masefield, whose short book Sha\espeat€ (1911) is full of 
illumination and wisdom, calls Timon ‘the great-hearted, 
truly generous man, whose mind is as beneficial as the sun’, 
and says that ‘the flaming out of his anger against whatever 
is parasitic in life makes the action of the last two acts’. But 
this is to dignify Timon by overlooking the element of sheer 
pettishness in his rejection of mankind. Dr Johnson is much 
nearer the mark: ‘the catastrophe’, he says, ‘affords a very 
powerful warning against that ostentatious liberality which 
scatters bounty, but confers no benefits, and buys flattery, 
but not friendship’. 

Timon ’s generosity resembles lust rather than !o\e. It docs 
not see itsobject with jo\£ul exactness, it is a blind, mdiscnm- 
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inate drive, expressing itself in mechanical fashion. Every- 
one who comes to him must be feasted and rewarded - not 
for the sake of relieving distress or encouraging merit, but 
simply because Timon is Timon and this is his form of van- 
ity. When his honest steward Flavius tries to jog his elbow 
and draw his attention to the rapidly emptying coffers, 
Timon brushes him aside. Finally, when his creditors throng 
the house and his bankruptcy is forced on his attention, 
Timon tries to blame the situation on Flavius. 

TIMON • You make me marvel wherefore ere this time 
Had you not fully laid my state before me, 

That I might so have rated my expense 
As I had leave of means. 

FLAVius: You would not hear me 
At many leisures I propos’d. 

TIMON. Goto; 

Perchance some single vantages you took 
When my indisposition put you back, 

And that unaptness made your minister 
Thus to excuse yourself. 

FLAVIUS: O my good lord, 

At many times I brought in my accounts. 

Laid them before you ; you would throw them off 
And say you found them in mine honesty. 

When, for some trifling present, you have bid me 
Return so much, I have shook my head and wept ; 

Yea, ’gainst th’ authority of manners, pray’d you 
To hold your hand more close. I did endure 
Not seldom, nor no slight checks, when I have 
Prompted you in the ebb of your estate 
And your great flow of debts. 

This generosity is a form of self-indulgence ; it is a parody 
of real love, just as the fawning thanks of his neighbours are 
a parody of true gratitude. They have no sympathy for him 
when his funds are gone, and after one frenzied gesture of 
contempt and hatred - the banquet, mounted with all the 
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old magnificence, at which the dishes when uncovered con- 
tain nothing but warm water - Timon turns his back on ‘all 
feasts, societies, and throngs of men’. Pausing outside the 
gates of Athens for one last look, he calls down such hideous 
curses on the inhabitants, and beyond them on mankind in 
general, as to convince us that his hatred is neurotic and self- 
feeding : 

Let me look back upon thee. O thou wall 
That girdles in those wolves, dive m the earth 
And fence not Athens ^ Matrons, turn incontinent. 
Obedience, fail in children 1 Slaves and fools, 

Pluck the grave wrinkled Senate from the bench 
And minister in their steads. To general filths 
Convert, o’ th’ instant, green virginity. 

Do’t in your parents’ eyes. Bankrupts, hold fast ; 

Rather than render back, out with your knives 
And cut your trusters’ throats. Bound servants, steal : 
Large-handed robbers your grave masters are, 

And pill by law. Maid, to thy master’s bed : 

Thy mistress is o’ th’ brothel. Son of sixteen, 

Pluck the lin’d crutch from thy old limping sire, 

With it beat out his brains. Piety and fear, 

Religion to the gods, peace, justice, truth, 

Domestic awe, night-rest, and neighbourhood, 

Instruction, manners, mysteries, and trades, 

Degrees, observances, customs and laws, 

Decline to your confounding contraries 
And let confusion live. 

Where have we heard this kind of language before ? In 
the reckless speeches of those characters in the tragedies who 
embrace chaos to gratify their own lust for power or ven- 
geance : Lear’s ‘all germens spill at once’, Macbeth’s ‘cancel 
and tear to pieces this great bond’. This is not the lan- 
guage Shakespeare would ever put into the mouth of a 
‘great-hearted, truly generous man’. Timon is mad with 
rage because his neighbours did not dance to his tune ; he 


219 



THE living world OF SHAKESPEARE 

had imagined that his undiscnminating generosity would 
give him first place in their hea^'ts, and now that ne finds it 
did not, he is reacy zo curse all mankind. 

The rest of the action shows Timon's attitude to the vari- 
ous people who happen on him, or come to seek hiirij in the 
woods (A Midstitniner Nighfs Dream^ we recall, also lakes 
its characters into 'a wood near Athens’ ~ what a distance 
we have travelled Some of the characters Timon sees are 
destructive types and therefore welcome to him; he urges 
the robbers to pursue their calling vigorously, in the inter- 
ests of chaos, and of course the tv/o whores who accompany 
Alcibiades are a gift to him : 

Consumptions sow 

In hollow bones of man ; strike their sharp shins, 

And mar men's spurring. Crack the lawyer’s voice, 

That he may never more false title plead, 

Nor sound his quillets shrilly. Hoar the fiamen. 

That scolds against the quality of flesh 
And not believes himself. Do\\ n with the nose, 

Down with it flat, take the bridge quite away 
Of him that, his particular to foresee, 

Smells from the general weal. Make curi’d-pate ruffians bald, 
And let tfiC* unscarr’d braggarts of the war 
Dcri\ e some pain from you. Plague all, 

That your activity may defeat and quell 
The source of all erection. There’s more gold. 

Do you damn others, and let this damn you. 

And ditches grave you all I 

Of the sympathetic characters, however, he can make noth- 
ing. Alcibiades is another Coriolanus, a notable soldier v/ho 
has been driven away from has city by what he takes to be its 
ingratitude; his case is better than chat of Coriolanus, inas- 
much as in the immediate dispute the fault is really the sena- 
tors’ and not at all his. Timon has no interest in the rights 
and wrongs of me case; he sees Alcibiades simply as an in- 
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strument o£ vengeance on the Athenians; when^ later, two 
senators come to beg him to join his voice to theirs in depre- 
cating the wrath of Alcibiades, Timon takes a vicious plea- 
sure m telling them that he cares nothing if they are all 
butchered. Flavius is a more difficult case ; he has followed 
Timon out of pure loyalty and love, wishing to go on seeing 
him without hope of gain. Timon’s reception of him (Act 
IV, Scene iii) is a convincing proof of the sick nature of his 
misanthropy. He admits that he was mistaken in cursing all 
mankind ; evidently one just man does exist ; but he makes 
the admission grudgingly (‘How fain would I have hated 
all mankind ! ’) and even insults Flavius by asking whether 
his kindness is genuine or inspired by some devious hope of 
gain. Convinced, finally, that Flavius really is what he 
seems, Timon hastily dismisses him ; giving him some of the 
gold he has found, he cautions him not to employ it to 
spread happiness among mankind : 

Go, live rich and happy, 

But thus condition’d : thou shalt build from men ; 

Hate all, curse all, show chanty to none. 

But let the famish’d flesh slide from the bone 

Ere thou relieve the beggar. Give to dogs 

What thou deniest to men ; let prisons swallow ’em, 

Debts wither ’em to nothing. Be men like blasted woods, 

And may diseases lick up their false bloods ! 

And so, farewell and thrive. 

The mockery of bidding a man live ‘happy’ and ‘thrive’, 
while enjoining him to this meanness and wickedness, is a 
new peak in Timon ’s misanthropy; at last he has managed 
to twist the encounter with loyalty and honesty into some- 
thing that suits his own diseased purposes ; evidently wish- 
ing to stop the game while he is winning, he bundles Fla- 
vius off the stage. 

FLAVIUS : O, let me stay 

And comfort you, my master. 
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T I M o N : If thou hat’ st curses. 

Stay not ; fly whilst thou are blest and free. 

Ne’er see thou man, and let me ne’er see thee. 

The encounter with Apemantus, which comes just be- 
fore, is excellent bitter farce. Timon has renounced human 
status and embraced the life of a beast. This irritates Ape- 
mantus, since it poaches on his professional territory ; he is 
a cynic, and the word is of course derived from Greek Kvmv^ 
meaning a dog ; a cynic is a man who acknowledges no hu- 
man restraint to his impoliteness; he will lift up his leg 
and make water on anything. To him, Timon’s misan- 
thropy is ‘a poor unmanly melancholy, sprung From change 
of fortune’. It is undignified to go to these lengths merely 
because one has been flattered and let down. Timon’s retort 
is that, on the contrary, people like Apemantus who are 
born poor and unlucky have no right to hate mankind ; that 
privilege is reserved for people like himself, who have 
known glory and been robbed of it by human ingratitude. 

Why should’st thou hate men ? 

They never flatter’d thee. What hast thou given? 

If thou wilt curse, thy father, that poor rag, 

Must be thy subject ; who, in spite, put stuff 
To some she-beggar and compounded thee 
Poor rogue hereditary. 

Timon is especially enraged by Apemantus’s claim to reject 
humanity and identify with the animals. He even descends 
from his high denunciatory verse to explain in prose exactly 
what kind of mistake Apemantus is making. 

A beastly ambition, which the gods grant thee t’ attain to ! If 
thou wert the lion, the fox would beguile thee; if thou wert the 
lamb, the fox would eat thee; if thou wert the fox, the lion 
would suspect thee, when, peradventure, thou wert accus’d by 
the ass. If ikon wert the ass, ihy dulness would torment thee; and 
still thou liv’dst but as a breakfast to the wolf. If thou wert the 
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wolf, thy greediness would afflict thee, and oft thou shouldst 
hazard thy life for thy dinner. Wert thou the unicorn, pride and 
wrath would confound thee, and make thine own self the con- 
quest of thy fury. Wert thou a bear, thou wouldst be kill’d by 
tile horse; wert thou a horse, thou ivouldst be seiz’d by the 
leopard ; wert thou a leopard, thou wert german to the lion, and 
the spots of thy kindred were jurors on thy life. All thy safety 
were remotion, and thy defence absence. What beast couldst 
thou be that were not subject to a beast? And what a beast art 
thou already, that seest not thy loss in transformation 1 

The claim to prefer animal life to human life is absurd 
when anyone makes it but himself. Here, as m the case of 
the visit of Flavius, Timon is offered illumination and re- 
fuses it. He might have learnt from the ugly and common- 
place spite of Apemantus, as he might have learnt from the 
generosity and self-sacrifice of Flavius, had he not been too 
far gone, too sunk in self-pity and the luxury of hatred. And 
in that spirit he dies. 

That is the story, and it is clear that Shakespeare resisted 
any temptation to enlarge its scope. Where, for instance, is 
Timon ’s family ^ Has he a wife and children, or parents ? 
Evidently not; to bring in such characters would be to pose 
him with the choice that had to be faced by Coriolanus. 
(And even Alcibiades is not faced with this choice.) Timon’s 
bond with mankind is purely societal. He joins with his fel- 
low bemgs solely m their joint role as consumers. He has no 
colleagues, since he does not work ; he has no child or wo- 
man to grieve over his departure; the only women in the 
story are whores, and Flavius is an employee. Shakespeare, 
in other words, was content to duck some of the implications 
that were there tn posse in the story. As a full-scale portrait 
of a human being in a certain situation it lacks the complete- 
ness of the greater tragedies. Where it makes up this lack 
is in the unforgettable power of the writing. It is clear 
that what Shakespeare really wanted to do was to write 
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magnificent gloomy speeches. Perhaps after the years of 
deep, exhausting imaginative exploration of the dark places, 
he had an accumulation of bitterness and pessimism which 
demanded expression. He tried to contain it within a fable - 
and, we must insist, a fable in itself not bitter or pessimistic, 
but, as Johnson calls it, a ‘warning’. But, by no means for 
the first time, he found that the dramatic framework sagged 
and splintered under the weight of the poetic statement. We 
can see the outlines of the story, but what stays in our minds 
is the language. The Timon we remember is the character 
whose pessimism finds expression in such lines as, 

My long sickness 
Of health and living now begins to mend, 

And nothing brings me all things. 

This, like Macbeth’s description of life as a tale told by an 
idiot, or Gloucester’s ‘flies to wanton boys’, hngers in our 
minds and gives us a strange pleasure, so that we are often 
tempted to describe these statements, quite wrongly, as the 
key utterances in the plays in which they occur. It is difficult 
to explain why such gloomy statements should exert such 
power over us ; but the fact is that pessimism, when memor- 
ably expressed, is always very attractive to the human mind. 
Perhaps it is because the average human being cannot afford 
pessimism, must keep struggling on and hoping for the best, 
that he so eagerly embraces the pessimistic in art. It gives an 
outlet to the side of his nature that cannot be indulged in 
daily life. As Philip Brockbank has remarked, with Timon 
in mind : ‘Renaissance pessimism might well serve to quali- 
fy and refine our own, with Shakespeare supplying the most 
instant points of contact; some pessimisms are more vital 
than others’. Certainly the contemplation of a pessimism like 
Timon’s is not depressing; on the contrary, we find it, like 
tlie pessimism of A Sh of shire Lad or Waiting for Godot^ 
rather exhilarating; something final, extreme and rather 
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bracing has been said. And truly Timon’s pessimism is one 
o£ Shakespeare's ultimates. After exhausting the possibilities 
p£ rhetoric in his great curses and diatribes, he rejects rhetoric 
itself with ‘Lips, let sour words go by, and language end', 
and goes off to seek his death. 

Ttmon of Athens^ like Hamlet^ is a broken portal. 
Through it, we pass out of the realm of tragedy, as through 
Hamlet we came into it. It is the equal of Hamlet in power, 
though not in attractiveness. Above all, it points forward to 
the next phase. Seen on the stage, Ttmon offers wonderful 
opportunities for the visual sense. The contrast between the 
first three acts, full of colour and busde, with magnificent 
surroundings and rich costumes, and the utter bareness of 
the last two, foreshadows the kind of physical contrast we 
find in the romances - the switch from a king's court to a 
Welsh mountainside, from the deck of a sinking ship to the 
shore of a peaceful island. And the sight of Timon handling 
gold after he has rejected wealth and society, as if unable to 
shake off its curse, is the kind of symbol that comes out 
wonderfully on the stage. Perhaps the most telling symbol 
of all is the grave by the sea-shore. Not only will the salt sea- 
water give Timon, twice a day, that brine he sought in vain 
in the eyes of those who heard of his misfortune ; its sterile 
bitterness vhll keep anything green and growing away from 
his tomb, so that his savage rejection of life will be perpe- 
tuated. In the presence of this energy and freshness still un- 
dimmed in Shakespeare, we take leave of the tragedies, and 
turn with a new sense of expectancy towards the master- 
pieces that are still to come. 
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In May 1609 a fleet o£ nine ships carrying five hundred col- 
onists set out from England 'with the purpose of strengthen- 
ing Captain John Smith’s colony m Virginia. In command 
of the operation were Sir George Summers and Sir Thomas 
GateSj who sailed together m the vessel Sea- Ad venture. On 
25 July a storm arose and the Sea-Adventure was carried 
away from the other eight ships, which continued their voy- 
age and, with one exception, reached the American main- 
land. Their news of the disappearance of the Sea-Ad venture 
was m due course carried back to England, and no one who 
heard the story could doubt that the ship had gone down 
and Summers and Gates perished with their crew. 

About a year later, however, an astonishing tale found its 
way to England. Summers and Gates were alive, and safe in 
Florida with all hands. The gale had driven the Sea-Adven- 
ture to the coast of the Bermudas, where, in taking the des- 
perate risk of running her ashore, the crew managed to drive 
her between two rocks, so that she stuck fast. All on board 
got safely to shore, together with supplies and equipment, 
and the following summer they refloated the ship and sailed 
triumphantly to America. 

In the absence of newspapers, the Elizabethan journalist 
cashed in on news scoops by writing pamphlets, and a num- 
ber of such pamphlets appeared which told the story of the 
wreck and merciful deliverance of the Sea- Adventure^ and 
of the strange island to which she was driven by the storm. 
Of these pamphlets, Shakespeare is generally considered to 
have had particular interest in three : Sylvester Jourdain’s 
Discovery of the Bermudas (1610), the Council of Virginia’s 
True Declaration of the state of the Colonic in Virginia (also 
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i6io) and William Strachey’s True Repertory of the Wrac\^ 
written in the form of a letter and dated 15 July 161O5 but 
not printed till 1625. That Shakespeare knew Strachey’s ac- 
count has been fairly established, and the fact that he should 
in this way take the trouble to get hold of unpublished 
material points to a special interest in the story. 

The Council’s True Declaration is an official publication 
which naturally plays down the marvellous, and represents 
the passage to Virginia not as a desperate enterprise but as 
something that hard-headed men might reasonably under- 
take. Strachey’s account is more affecting, with its pathetic 
account of the violence of the storm, the confusion of the 
crew and the terror of the passengers. He also gives promin- 
ence to an extraordinary sight which amazed the already 
hard-pressed sailors : 

During all this time, the heavens look’d so blacke upon us, 
that it was not possible the elevation of the Pole might be ob- 
served : nor a Starre by night, nor Sunne beame by day was to 
be scene. Onely upon the thursday night Sir George Summers 
being upon the watch, had an apparition of a little round light, 
like a faint Starre, trembling, and streaming along with a 
sparkeling blaze, halfe the height upon the Maine Mast, and 
shooting sometimes from Shroud to Shroud, tempting to settle 
as it were upon any of the foure Shrouds : and for three or foure 
houres together, or rather more, halfe the night it kept with us ; 
running sometimes along the Maine-yard to the very end, and 
then returning. At which, Sir George Summers called divers 
about him, and shewed them the same, who observed it with 
much wonder, and carefulnesse * but upon a sodaine, towards the 
morning watch, they lost the sight of it, and knew not what way 
it made. 

That this kind of detail was helpful to Shakespeare in tak- 
ing a firm imaginative grip on the idea of a shipwreck, we 
see at once from the exchange between Prospero and Ariel. 

- Hast thou, spirit, 

Performed to point the tempest that I bade thee ? 
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- To every article. 

I boarded the king’s ship ; now on the beak. 

Now m the waist, the deck, m every cabin, 

I flamed amazement. Sometime I’d divide 
And burn in many places ; on the topmast, 

The yards, and bowsprit, would 1 flame distinctly, 

Then meet, and join, Jove’s lightning, the precursors 
O’ th’ dreadful thunder-claps, more momentary 
And sight-outrunning were not. 

But if any member of the original audience, in i6ii, with 
the story of the Sea- Adventure fresh in his mind, expected 
a merely topical treatment, his mind would very soon be led 
away from such channels. Tt is as well to be clear’, says 
Frank Kermode in his Introduction to the ‘Arden’ edition 
of the play, from which the information above was taken, 
‘that there is nothing in The Tempest fundamental to its 
structure of ideas which could not have existed had America 
remained undiscovered, and the Bermuda voyage never 
taken place’. Shakespeare was interested in long and dan- 
gerous voyages, unknown shores, miraculous escapes, and 
encounters with aboriginal inhabitants not for their own 
sakes but because of the new perspective m which such re- 
ports could set the familiar Renaissance problems of Nature 
versus Art, the rights and duties of governors, the nature of 
Divine Providence, and bevond them his cwm personal 
struode to reconcile the discordant elements in human ex- 

oo 

perience, to imagine a reconciliation powerful enough to 
bring sm and evil under its sway and unite all life in a deeper 
harmony. His sea-adventure v/as not a real-life action yarn 
but a symbolic structure whose episodes reverberate with the 
overtones of myth The news-story is steeped in the life-giv- 
ing waters of folk-tale and legend until it suffers a sea- 
change. What began as prodigy ends as symboL 
Shakespeare’s art is from the beginning an art of blend- 
ing and fusing, of making a single complex reality out of 
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disparate simple realities. But this is his crowning achieve- 
ment: to take a piece of contemporary history - a news- 
story that is also a dramatic contribution to a debate that 
is in full swing - and integrate it with his symbolic dream- 
world. That world is the last, and in some ways the rich- 
est, of the worlds he created. Character and dramatic tension 
are relaxed ; vision and poetry control everything. It may 
be that Shakespeare was working in Stratford, away from 
the busde of the London stage, free to meditate his plots 
among quiet lanes and gardens. This would be a liberation. 
But it was no slackening of energy. On the contrary, the 
late Shakespeare is in many ways the most daring and 
original. As G. K. Chesterton remarked, an artist, as he 
goes through life, realizes more and more clearly what it 
is that he has to do, so that the older he grows as a man, 
the younger he grows an an artist. In The Tempest ^ with 
his world of mythical dream (or dream-like myth fully 
developed, Shakespeare was able to turn his eyes back to 
the ordinary world of contemporary events, and bring the 
two into a majestic harmony. This is the peak of his marvel- 
lous ‘final period’. The steps by which he climbed up to 
that peak can be traced through the preceding three plays : 
Pericles^ Cymbeline 2.nd The Winter s Tale, 

' I 

Pericles is almost certainly a work of collaboration between 
Shakespeare and some unidentified fellow-dramatist. It was 
not included in the First Folio of 1623, and the text as we 
have it is taken from a Quarto edition of 1609, from the 
press of one Henry Gosson, which is certainly a corrupt 
version. Shakespeare’s characteristic hand is seen most 
clearly in the last three acts; the first two are written at a 
lower level, though even in their jog-trot one gets a moment 
or two of Shakespeare's manner, such as the lines in the first 
scene : 
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For vice reocated like the wandking vAr.6^ 

Blcv^-s d’ist in others' eyes, to spread itself ; 

And yet the end of ail is bought thus dear. 

The oreath is gone, and the sore eyes see clear 
To stop the air would huri. thern* The blind mole casts 
Copp’d hills towards heaven, to tell the earth is throng’d 
By man’s oppression, and the poor worm doth die for 't. 

Such hnes could hardly have been v/ntten by any poet but 
Shakespeare; they show his characteristic boldness or rhy- 
thm and ccncrercness of imagery. In the last three acts, such 
writing IS more the rule than the exception, and we rise now 
and again to a peak such as the lament of Pencies over die 
supposed death of his wire Thaisa, whose cofHn is given to 
the waves : 

A terrible childbed hast thou had, rny dear; 

No light, no fire. Th’ unfriendly elements 
Forgot thee utterly ; nor have J time 
To give thee hallow’d to thy grave, but straight 
Must cast thee, scarcely coffin’d, in the ooze; 

Where, for a monument upon thy bones, 

And ayc-rcmaining lamps, the belching whale 
And humming water must overwhelm thy corpse, 

Lying with simple shells. 

However, there are better reasons for turning to Pericles 
than the hope of pulling out occasional plums from the verse. 
The play IS important as ushenng m the mam subject-matter 
of these late works, and in its leisurely, semi-narrative ap- 
proach to the story. Whether Shakespeare wrote most or 
Pericles^ or only some of it, he was sufficiently interested in 
the play to take a hand m it; perhaps he suggested the story, 
which was a widespread one ; its most familiar version v/as 
in Book viii of Gower’s Confessio Amantis^ and therefore 
the play brings the half-forgotten fourteenth-century poet 
on to the stage to act as narrator. Altogether, the mode of 
presenting the action is worth special notice. It is a first step 
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towards the method of The Winter s Tale and The Temp- 
est. Dramatization is only part of this method. It relies just 
as much on narrative. Either in the theatre or by the fireside^ 
it holds our attention with the immemorial spell of the story- 
teller. The truth it aims at is not the truth of realistic char- 
acter-portrayal or closely observed and probable action. It is 
the truth of fable^ which expresses things close to the heart 
of man by means of symbolic action. Just as Henry V blen- 
ded the Virgilian epic poem with the chronicle play, so 
Pericles is a first step in the art of blending the romance with 
a drama of pageantry, masques and stage-illusions. For by 
now the London theatre was more sophisticated than in the 
days of Shakespeare’s youth. Admission prices were higher; 
visual effect was no longer limited to bright costumes and 
fine presences. The new drama had masque-like elements 
which proved ideally suited to the dream-like, almost cine- 
matic turn that Shakespeare’s imagination was taking. It has 
been suggested that, in falling in with this mode, Shake- 
speare was tamely following a fashion set going by younger 
men. I believe myself that it was the final sublimation and 
refinement of his early influence from Ovid. 

The story of Pericles tells of a man who loses his wife and, 
a little later, his daughter, and after many adventures is re- 
united with them. Shakespeare, at the very beginning of 
his career, had treated a story of much diis kind in A 
Comedy of Errors ; but now he took it up again as a vehicle 
for the central poetic and psychological insights of his later 
years. Thaisa, the wife of Pericles, appears to die in child- 
birth, during a sea-voyage ; a storm blows up, and during it 
she goes into labour and apparently succumbs. Her coffin 
is thrown overboard; washed ashore, she is revived by a 
saindy magician. Meanwhile Pericles leaves his baby girl, 
christened Marina, to be brought up by Cleon, governor of 
Tharsus, and his wife Dionyza. Marina’s royal qualities 
shine out so much in girlhood that Dionyza is jealous on 
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behalf of her own daughter^ and plots against Marina's life. 
She falls into the hands of pirates and is earned away and 
sold to a brothel in Myteline. Here^ her innocence strdies 
pity from a man who is brought to her as a customer, and 
ultimately from the owners of the place, so that, as Gower's 
narrative rather perfunctorily says, 

Marina thus the brothel scapes, and chances 

Into an honest house. 

Here she is respectfully entertained, and presently reunited 
with her father; in obedience to the goddess Diana, who 
appears to Pericles in a vision, they make a journey to 
Ephesus and there find Thaisa alive and well, serving as a 
nun in the temple of Diana. The story ends with the mar- 
riage of Marina to a young prince, amid general joy and 
thanksgiving. 

The action of Pericles thus takes us, at one stride, into the 
heart of the dream-territory of Shakespeare's last plays. Its 
plot is complex and improbable, as befits a ‘romance'; its 
tone is in the main high and visionary, with sudden discon- 
certing descents into die ugly and vicious ; and it ends with 
the rediscovery of a precious thing taken for lost. Like King 
Lear^ it has a storm at its centre. But the storm in Lear is a 
terrible vengeance, an ordeal in which the characters find 
their true nature under the stress of agony. In Pericles^ the 
storm is an apparent disaster which in the end proves fruit- 
ful; it is like the storm that drove the Sea-Adpcnture to the 
shores of Bermuda; and Pericles, like Ferdinand, can say in 
grateful surprise : 

Though the seas threaten, they are merciful ; 

I have curs’d them without cause. 

2 

Cymbeltne^ the next play in the series, is an astonishing 
piece of work, in the most Eteral sense. Astonishment is the 
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feeiing we chiefly experience as we read or see it, and that 
Shakespeare evidently set himself to arouse in us. It is ex- 
travagantly experimental, showing Shakespeare at what we 
should nowadays call his most ‘modern’. It must have struck 
its original audiences in very much the way that a poem like 
The Waste Land struck readers of the 1920s: as a stagger- 
ing juxtaposition of disparate and contrasting elements, 
flung together with no regard for conventional notions of 
unity. Old age is, of course, a period of reckless experimenta- 
tion for many artists; and, while Shakespeare was never 
what we should call old - he died at fifty-two - the men of 
the Renaissance often burnt out quickly, and Shakespeare 
himself seems to have regarded everyone over about fifty as 
a dotard; witness Juliet’s father, who, though he has a 
daughter of only fourteen, is represented as totally senile. 
Shakespeare’s romances are his equivalent of Beethoven’s 
late quartets or the Last Poems of Yeats. But in none of them 
is there so much experimental daring as in Cymbehne. It is 
his most avant-garde work. 

To begin with, there is the starding blend of elements. 
The groundwork of the plot, dealing with British history 
and the repulse of the Romans, Shakespeare took from 
Holinshed’s Chronicles^ that old mainstay of his English his- 
torical plays. The story of lachimo’s treachery, on the other 
hand, came from Boccaccio. Holinshed and Boccaccio! - 
there, for a start, is one of those scarcely imaginable mix- 
tures; one might as well say ‘Disraeli and Rimbaud’ or 
‘Tolstoy and Martial’. In switching between England and 
Rome, and showing both Britons and Romans as having 
sterling qualities^, Shakespeare was meeting a contemporary 
taste, since heroic Britons were a Jacobean fashion, while 
Ancient Rome was revered as the lawgiver, the nurse of 
civilization and order. In this play, the two are very much 
in equipoise; Caius Lucius, the Roman ambassador who 
comes to demand tribute in Caesar’s name, is a match for 
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King Cymbelme in gravitas and courtesy, and, when, in the 
last act, he thinks he is certain to be executed, he shows the 
stoical dignity that was traditionally expected of an ‘antique 
Roman In the end, the two standards fly side by side over a 
Britain reconciled with Rome. But the play has a third point 
of reference, modern Italy. Shakespeare makes lachimo a 
contemporary Italian; the Rome he comes from is no an- 
tique world capital of eagles and classic pillars, but lies in the 
hot, corrupt, Machiavellian Italy which bred, so the Eliza- 
bethan English believed, ‘devils incarnate h 
Then there is the sophistication of the play’s visual ele- 
ment. For this, of course, Shakespeare may have been only 
pardy responsible. The days had gone by when the stage 
was ruled by the dramatist alone. Stage-designers like Inigo 
Jones, composers like Ferrabosco, had crowded in and trans- 
formed the simpler drama of the 1590s into a rich mixture 
of music, spectacle and symbolism. Shakespeare, with his 
usual readiness, produced something to meet this need. 
When Posthumus, taken for a Roman soldier, is in prison 
awaiting execution, he falls asleep and sees a vision in which 
his father, mother and two brothers all return from the 
shades and pray to Jupiter to spare his life. Jupiter comes 
down aslnde his sacred eagle, rebukes the suppliants and says 
that Posthumus is quite safe in his hands. The verse of this 
scene is strongly stylized, and many critics, including John- 
son, have thought it an interpolation by some other hand. 
Personally I believe that Shakespeare knew what he v/as do- 
ing. On the page, this verse reads flatly ; but set it against a 
background of solemn music and pageantry, and it has ex- 
aedy the right stiff, brocaded dignity. Furthermore, it is 
thematically in harmony with the rest of the play. Cymbe- 
line’s father has been a heroic British warrior, his brothers 
have died in batde, and in appealing to a (Roman) deity to 
spare the last survivor ot their family, these visionary figures 
are participating m the historical action; the best British 
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Stock must be left alive to breed, or wbat will become of the 
nation ? And it is worth noticing that as soon as Jupiter has 
re-ascended to the clouds, the verse once more takes on the 
rhythm of speech and has a characteristically Shakespearean 
ring: 

siciLi us : He came in thunder ; his celestial breath 
Was sulphurous to smell ; the holy eagle 
Stoop’d, as to foot us. His ascension is 
More sweet than our blest fields. His royal bird 
Prunes the immortal wing, and cloys his beak, 

As when his god is pleas’d. 
all: Thanks, Jupiter I 

SICILI us : The marble pavement closes, he is enter’d 
His radiant roof. Away 1 and, to be blest, 

Let us with care perform his great behest. 

Shakespeare was thus able to gratify the demand for music 
and spectacle while enforcing one of the central themes of 
the play : the rise of the Ancient Britons, fortified by contact 
with Rome, into a heroic nation. 

But, beyond all these things, the chief mark of the experi- 
mental imagination in Cymbeline is to be found in its verse. 
Here, it is obvious, Shakespeare simply threw aside all 
caution and enjoyed himself. Take one feature only : the 
rhythms. For many years, Shakespeare had been moving to- 
wards a more complex counterpoint in his dramatic verse. 
Not since Richard 111 had he relied mainly on a chiming, 
one-line-at-a-time progression of ten-syllable statements. In- 
creasingly, he had set the rhythms of realistic human speech 
running across the beat of the decasyllabic metronome, so 
that the result was a rapid, subtle music in which we can 
always hear two rhythms at once : on the one hand, the 

tiTUMtiTUMtiTUMtiTUMtiTUM 
of the Tambic pentameter’, and on the other the mood 
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(urgent^ or lazy, or aggressive, or bantering, or mournful) of 
the human speaker. In order to approach the verse of Cym- 
behne, wc must have before our eyes an example of the 
normal manner of Shakespeare’s blank verse. Almost any- 
thing will do. Take, at random, the speech of Helena in All's 
Well that End's Well, on discovering that her bridegroom, 
to avoid her, has stolen away to risk his life in the wars : 

Poor lord 1 is’t I 

That chase thee from thy country, and expose 

These tender limbs of thine to the event 

Of the none-sparing war ^ And is it I 

That drive thee from the sportive court, where thou 

Wast shot at with fair eyes, to be the mark 

Of smoky muskets? O you leaden messengers, 

That ride upon the violent speed of fire, 

Fly with false aim ; move the still-piecing air, 

That sings with piercing ; do not touch my lord. 

Whoever shoots at him, I set him there ; 

Whoever charges on his forward breast, 

I am the caitiff that do hold him to’t ; 

And though I kill him not, I am the cause 

His death was so effected. Better ’twere 

I met the ravin lion when he roar’d 

With sharp constraint of hunger ; better ’twere 

That aU the miseries which nature owes 

Were mine at once. No ; come thou home, Rousillon, 

Whence honour but of danger wins a scar, 

As oft it loses aU. I will be gone. 

My being here it is that holds thee hence. 

Shall I stay here to do’t ? No, no, although 
The air of paradise did fan the house. 

And angels offic’d all. 

What is noteworthy about this passage - and there are 
hundreds like it - is that the extreme freedom and flexibility 
of the verse is achieved with an absolute minimum of metri- 
cal licence. Except for the line ending with ‘Rousillon’, 
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which is a borderline case, since the word is almost a dissyl- 
lable, there is only one line that breaks out of the strictness of 
the ten-syllable pattern, i.e. 

Of smoky muskets ? O you leaden messengers, 

and even this line, with its strong pause after the question 
mark and its air of beginning again, is not felt as a metrical 
licence, but rather as a breathing-space. 

This, as I say, was the norm of mature Shakespearean 
verse. Turn now to the rhythms of Cymbeline. 

With fairest flowers, 

Whilst summer lasts and I live here, Fidele, 

Fil sweeten thy sad grave. Thou shalt not lack 
The flower that’s like thy face, pale primrose; nor 
The azur’d hare-beli, like thy veins ; no, nor 
The leaf of eglantine, whom not to slander, 

Out-sweet’ ned not thy breath. The ruddock would 
With charitable bill - O bill, sore shaming 
Those rich-left heirs that let their fathers lie 
Without a monument ! - bring thee all this ; 

Yea, and furr’d moss besides, when flow’rs are none, 

To winter-ground thy corse. 

Shakespeare’s late verse is sometimes said to be ‘loosened 
But this is not loosened. If anything, it is tightened. The 
words are packed densely ; instead of flowing out in sen- 
tences, they seem to break off individually, like chips of 
quartz under the hammer ; they reach the ear in a rhythm 
that is abrupt and yet elegiac, angular yet gende. This 
strange, haunting rhythm is the hall-mark of Cymbeline^ the 
feature that remains in our minds longest when everything 
else fades. (Not surprisingly, the play has always fascinated 
poets. It was Tennyson’s favourite play, and his beloved 
copy was buried with him in the grave.) 

For a full-scale example of the almost perverse originality 
that Shakespeare put into the verse of Cymbeline^ a good 
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passage to examine is the long speech of Posthumus in Act 
V, Scene iii, describing the fight in the narrow lane ; taking 
itj say, from line 14 (‘Close by the battle, ditch’d, and wall’d 
with turf’) down to line 51 (‘the mortal bugs o’ th’ field’). 
This speech is rather too long to be quoted here, but it shows 
the qualities of this extraordinary verse to perfection. How 
an actor is meant to manage it on the stage I do not know - 
particularly an English actor, who has m all probability been 
given no training in the speaking of verse and is playing to 
an audience who regard Shakespeare’s habit of using verse 
as, at best, an amiable weakness. (‘Should the works of 
Shakespeare be put into modern prose ....?*’) It belongs to an 
epoch of magnificent experimental audacity ; it is designed 
to be spoken before an audience of highly cultivated people, 
capable of appreciating its extravagant brilliance. And to 
those readers and playgoers who have no relish for such 
qualities, one can only say, ‘Keep away from Cymbeline. 
You are well catered for in many, indeed most, of Shake- 
speare’s other plays. Let this corner of his work be for the 
amateur of literary virtuosity.’ 

The subject-matter of Cymbeline^ however, is as central to 
the concerns of the later Shakespeare as its manner is far out. 
All its strands are found woven into the other romances. 
Imogen, an innocent woman separated from her husband by 
jealousy, foreshadows Hermione, Like Marina, she is ex- 
posed to the clanger of ravishment; like both Thaisa and 
Hermione, she is taken for dead by her husband ; and, for 
good measure, she also recalls the heroines of the earlier 
comedies by putting on boy’s clothes and being taken on as 
a page. 

Another central theme is that of ‘Nature versus Nurture’. 
After his years of facing tragic issues, of contemplating 
man’s wickedness and irresponsibility, Shakespeare in this 
last phase was much tzkcn up with the question, ‘What 
makes men good ? ’ - or, turning it to catch the light in a 
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different way, ‘ What makes good men ? ’ In particular, he 
was interested by the question of natural versus instilled vir- 
tue. Will the explorers of the New World find the noble sav- 
age of European imagination ? Or will they find a much 
fallen creature, brutal and ignorant, asking to be raised by 
training and education ? Again, is virtue carried m the 
bloodstream ? Can it be inherited, so that the children of 
noble families are naturally noble in their turn ? Cymbelme 
suggests many answers to this. Posthumus is easily the super- 
ior of the brutal Cloten, though Cloten is the son of a king 
and queen. On the other hand, the king’s two sons, who 
have been carried away by an exiled courtier as an act of re- 
venge, and brought up by him in a Welsh mountain cave, 
show their royal blood in everything they do, even though 
they scarcely know that such a thing as royalty exists ; so that 
their guardian, old Belarius, murmurs 

’Tis wonder 

That an invisible instinct should frame them 
To royalty unlearn’ d, honour untaught, 

Civility not seen from other, valour 
That wildly grows in them, but yields a crop 
As if it had been sow’d. 

The boys might make the same complaint to Belarius as Or- 
lando made to his brother Oliver in As You Li}{e It : 

My father charg’d you in his will to give me good education : 
you have train’d me like a peasant, obscuring and hiding from 
me aU gendeman-like qualities. The spirit of my father grows 
strong in me, and I will no longer endure it. 

In the romances this theme is taken up with a deep seri- 
ousness. In Cymbeline^ the characters change their clothes, 
and adopt disguises, almost as often as in Twelfth Nighty 
but the emphasis is different; in the golden comedies, the 
rapid changing of disguises symbolizes the search for the 
self, whereas in the romances it relates more to the question 
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of nobility, which makes itself known through rags or ad 
verdses its want through cloth of gold. 

As we should expect, Cymbeltne plays with this idea in an 
unusually audacious fashion. In the scene where Imogen 
once and for all rejects Cloten’s advances (Act II, Scene iii) 
she tells him that Posthumus's 'mean’st garment’ is better in 
her eyes than ‘all the hairs above thee. Were they all made 
such men’. Cloten is outraged by this, and can do nothing 
but gobble ‘His garment ! Now, the devil ‘His garment ! ’ 
‘You have abus’d me. His meanest garment! ’ and, as he 
goes off, ‘I’ll be reveng’d. His meanest garment! Well.’ In 
due course, hearing that Imogen has stolen away from the 
protection of the court, he forms the hideous scheme of get- 
ting hold of a suit of clothes belonging to Posthumus, find- 
ing Imogen, and ravishing her while wearing it, having 
first killed Posthumus before her eyes. 

He on the ground, my speech of insultment ended on his dead 
body, and when my lust hath dined (which, as I say, to vex her 
I will execute in the clothes that she so prais’d) to the court Fll 
knock her back, foot her home again. 

After Cloten’s head has been cut off by one of the noble 
boys, Imogen comes upon his headless corpse and naturally 
takes it for that of Posthumus. This is one of those ouiri 
pieces of visual symbolism that we associate with the late 
Shakespeare. Cloten is perfectly fitted by the clothes of Pos- 
thumus (as he himself remarks, ‘The lines of my body are 
as well drawn as his’), so that only the head - the seat of in- 
telligence and character - differentiates the two. This has a 
direct bearing on the argument about Nature and Nurture, 
since of course to be strong and well-formed does not of it- 
self confer a noble character, as it might if men were ani- 
mals. 

Cymbeline^ then, makes much the same statements as the 
other romances, but it makes them in its own strange, experi- 
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mental, avant-garde idiom. It is not surprising, in view of all 
this, to find that when we reach the expected multiple happy 
ending, what we find is something very close to parody. The 
problems are solved with the speed of a Model-T chase in a 
Mack Sennet comedy. It was doubdess this kind of thing 
that Johnson had in mind when he wrote his famous dismis- 
sal; to enumerate all the absurdities in the play, he said, 
'were to waste criticism upon unresisting imbecility, upon 
faults too evident for detection, and too gross for aggrava- 
tion’. And of course if we thought all the extravagances in 
Cymbeline were due to careless incompetence, this snort 
would be justified. But that would be like expecting Picasso’s 
‘Guernica’ to have the literal recognizability of an aerial 
photograph. The sophistication of Cymbeline^ properly 
taken, is a source of joy and exhilaration. Shakespeare’s ima- 
ginative power is operating here with a peculiar freedom, 
and under cover of the incongruities and impossibilities, he 
is bringing off miracles of detail-work. 

To take one example: everyone knows the superb dirge 
spoken by Guiderius and Arviragus over the body of Imo- 
gen when they take her for dead. The main import of those 
beautiful verses is that the dead person is now beyond reach 
of misfortune : ‘Fear no more the heat o’ th’ sun’. Nor, in- 
deed, any other enemy. ‘To thee the reed is as the oak’. A 
litde later. Posthumus, also in disguise and also regarded as 
a dead man - for he is being led off to execution - is told by 
his gaoler, ‘A heavy reckoning for you sir. But the comfort 
is you shall be called to no more payments, fear no more 
tavern-bills. . . . Indeed, sir, he that sleeps feels not the tooth- 
ache Almost the same message, even to the repetition of the 
key phrase, but from two utterly contrasted areas of the play ; 
the one entirely idealized, employing the lyrical language of 
romance, the other from an odd corner of that realistic dis- 
enchantment that gave us the brothel in Pericles and will 
give us the Stephano-Trincuio scenes in The Tempest. As 
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Johnson said in another connexion^ 'The most heterogene- 
ous elements are yoked by violence together’. But it is the 
violence of a great artist, deeply engaged in what he is doing. 

3 

The Winter s Tale assembles the same materials as the two 
preceding plays. But, once again, the presentation is so dif- 
ferent as to amount to a new experience. The unflagging in- 
terest in new techniques is still one of Shakespeare’s motives. 
But by this time the desire for naked, work-bench experi- 
mentation has gone. There is a mellowness here which 
Cymbeline lacks. It is the first perfectly realized masterpiece 
among the final group. 

The ingredients of The W inter* s Tale present no sur- 
prises. An initial act of jealous spite ; wanderings ; the pa- 
tience of a good woman ; a storm out of which deliverance 
comes; a balance poised between Nature and Nurture. Just 
as Imogen in Cymbeline recalled a play like Twelfth Night 
with her page’s clothes, so Perdita in The Winters Tale be- 
comes a shepherdess and takes us back to the world of As 
You Li\e It, But we must not talk as if there were no new 
element here. One major step is taken. The powers of recon- 
ciliation and regeneration are now squarely vested in the 
young people who represent a new generation. At mid 
point, the action skips sixteen years. The two kings, Leontes 
and Polixenes, brought up together like brothers, have quar- 
relled in maturity, the issue being Leontes’s sexual jealousy; 
in the end what brings them together is that the son of Pol- 
ixenes falls in love with the lost daughter of Leontes, and 
fleeing from the wrath of his father who opposes the lowly 
match, comes to seek refuge at the court of Leontes, who 
greets them with the words ‘Welcome hither, As is the 
spring to the earth That is indeed what they represent ; as 
Northrop Five has put it, ‘The symbolic reason for the six- 
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teen-ycar gap is clearly to have the cycle o£ the year re- 
inforced by the slower cycle of human generations 

It is the young people who put right the trouble caused by 
their elders^ and these young people are associated with ‘ Na- 
ture just as the older generation put their trust chiefly in 
‘Nurture’. Cymbeline tried to make his daughter Imogen 
marry Cloten^ as being a suitable match with royal blood. 
She preferred the worthier Posthumus. That was preferring 
Nature to Nurture. Her brothers^ showing their royalty in a 
barbarous cave, were also demonstrating the powers of Na- 
ture ; but not quite unambiguously, since after all their royal 
blood was the result of selective breeding. Shakespeare avoids 
coming down on either side ; he shows us the range of the 
question, and stands back. So in The Winter s Tale, When 
Leontes suspects his wife Hermioneof playing him false with 
Polixenes, he has her husded away to prison, and orders that 
the child she is about to bear shall be exposed in ‘some re- 
mote and desert place’. Antigonus, the old courtier who 
undertakes this task, lands on the sea-shore of Bohemia 
\sic ^ , lays the baby down with a bundle containing gold, 
and, seeing a storm coming on, hastens back to the ship, but 
on the way is attacked and torn to pieces by a bear. Both bear 
and storm seem to typify the intervention of that ‘Nature’ 
which humbled Lear and Gloucester, the pitiless power 
which beats men to their knees. But, whatever we may think 
about the bear, the storm proves to be a fruitEul turmoil like 
that in which Marina was born. Two rustic characters 
appear; a clown, who has seen the ship wrecked and An- 
tigonus killed by the bear, and an old shepherd, who finds 
the baby girl. ‘Now bless thyself’, says the shepherd; ‘thou 
met’st with things dying, I 'with things new born.’ 

Sixteen years go by, during which Perdita grows up in the 
shepherd’s cottage. Her rustic simplicity combines with her 
royal blood to give her an irresistible grace and beauty, 
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which win the heart of Florizelj the prmce. Polixenes^ hear- 
ing of thisj comes among the shepherds in disguise; he 
arrives in the middle of the annual sheep-shearing feast, and 
Perdita, as queen of the day, makes him and his companion 
a pretty speech of welcome. At once, however, he finds it 
necessary to contradict her views on horticulture, and the 
two of them engage in a debate which is central to the mean- 
ing of the play. 

POLixENEs: Shepherdess - 

A fair one are you - well you fit our ages 
With flowVs of winter. 

p E R D I T A : Sir, the year growing ancient, 

Not yet on summer’s death nor on the birth 
Of trembling winter, the fairest flow’rs o’ th’ season 
Are our carnations and streak’d gillyvors, 

Which some call nature’s bastards. Of that kind 
Our rustic garden’s barren; and I care not 
To get slips of them. 

POLiXENEs: Wherefore, gentle maiden, 

Do you neglect them? 

p E RD I T A : For I have heard it said 

There is an art which in their piedness shares 
With great creating nature, 

POLIXENES : Say there be; 

Yet nature is made better by no mean 
But nature makes that mean ; so over that art, 

Which you say adds to nature, Is an art 

That nature makes. You see, sweet maid, we marry 

A gender scion to the wildest stock, 

And make conceive a bark of baser kind 
By bud of nobler race. This is an art 
Which does mend nature - change it rather ; but 
The art itself is nature. 
perdita: So it is. 

POLIXENES: Then make your garden rich in gillyvors, 

And do not call them bastards. 
peruita; rU not put 
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The dibble in earth to set one slip o£ them ; 

No more than were I painted I would wish 

This youth should say ’twere well, and only therefore < 

Desire to breed by me. 

The frank use of the word ‘breed’ shows that this is no 
drawing-room argument. What is at stake is no mere ques- 
tion of the tending of a gardeOj but the management of the 
human generations who will make or mar the happiness of 
the world. The eager, unspoilt girl is all for Nature ; the ruse 
old king inclines to Nurture. But even so, the argument is 
complicated by the fact that she is of royal birth ; no ordin- 
ary shepherdess, the play implies, would have these quali- 
ties. Hence the irony of Camillo’s remark to Polixenes as 
they watch the young couple. ‘He tells her something That 
makes her blood look out : good sooth, she is The queen of 
curds and cream’. The irony is reinforced by the fact that 
Perdita, being of royal blood, is unconsciously serving the 
ends of Nurture (i.e. selective breeding) in accepting the love 
of FlorizeL 

Perdita has no use for ‘gillyvors’ (i.e. wallflowers) be- 
cause she has heard that ‘there is an art which in their pied- 
ness shares With great creating nature’, (‘Art’, of course, 
meant to Shakespeare everything that was not ‘Nature’, in- 
cluding not only the arts of imagination but the experimen- 
tal sciences and an empirical skill like horticulture.) She 
wishes to put herself entirely in the hands of great creating 
Nature, and only on that basis to give her love to the young 
man who ‘desires to breed’ with her. This may be a suitable 
strategy for Eden, but Eden was a long time ago. Polixenes, 
recalling the early attachment between himself and Leontes, 
has described their life then in terms appropriate to a Golden 
Age: 

Two lads that thought -there was no more behind 
But such a day tomorrow as today. 

And to be boy eternal. 
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hermione: Was not my lord the verier wag o’ th’ two? 
poLixENEs: We were as twinn’d lambs that did frisk i’ the 
sun 

And bleat the one at the other. What we chang’d 
W as innocence for innocence ; we knew not 
The doctrine of ill-doing, nor dream’ d 
That any did. 

This is to trust Nature further than is warranted by experi- 
ence. The very tide of the piay is a reminder of the vulner- 
ability of innocence. Mamillius, the young son of Leontes 
and Hermione, is exacdy such a frisking lamb, snatched 
from his mother’s arms ]ust when he is about to whisper in 
her ear his ‘sad tale’, ‘best for winter’. In an exchange of 
dialogue full of a beautiful and creative tenderness, Her- 
mione affectionately challenges him to try to frighten her 
with his story of ‘spntes and goblins’. Maimllius begins, 
sofdy, ‘There was a man dwelt by a churchyard’. He gets 
no further; the furious Leontes comes bursting in, Her- 
rxuone is dragged off to prison, and Mamillius is so bewil- 
dered and grieved that he goes into a fever and dies. He 
‘knows not the doctrines of ill-domg’, but his innocence 
does not save him. 

Leontes sends to Delphos to get the word of the Oracle, 
which he expects will confirm his suspicions and make his 
righteousness clear to everyone. In the event, the Oracle 
clears Hermione and Polixenes completely, but by that time 
Mamillius is dead, Perdita presumed so, and Hermione, car- 
ried off in a dead swoon, is hidden away and Leontes is 
given to understand that she, too, has died. Under this three- 
fold blow, Leontes, his life given over to repentance, be- 
comes ‘the man [who] dwelt by a churchyard’ and acts out 
the sad winter’s tale. 


Prithee, bring me 

To the dead bodies of my queen and son. 
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One grave shall be for both. Upon them shall 
The causes of their death appear, unto 
Our shame perpetual. Once a day Til visit 
The chapel where they lie ; and tears shed there 
Shall be my recreation. 

The play on that last v^ord is probably intentional. The tears 
shed by Leontes, his repentance v^hen he realizes w^hat he 
has done, prove in the end to be his recreation ; they re-create 
him; after a sixteen-years' penance, he is led to a statue of 
Hermione before which he bends in adoration, whereupon 
the statue descends and proves to be his living wife, hidden 
from him till now in the house of the widowed Paulina. 

That there is a symbolic intention here is obvious to the 
most unreflective playgoer. But to disentangle the complex 
threads of this symbolism may well prove beyond the subt- 
lest critic. Sixteen years earlier, the oracle, in vindicating Her- 
mione’s innocence, has said, ‘The King shall live without an 
heir, if that which is lost be not found'. The sixteen years 
that pass before Perdita finds her way back to her father's 
court are the time it takes her to grow up and become nu- 
bile ; and she is then led back to her father by the man of her 
choice, who of course knows nothing of the relationship and 
sees Leontes simply as a possible source of mercy, under- 
standing and protection. In that sense, Leontes has earned 
the restoration of Perdita. The springs of life are unclogged, 
and everything is free to start moving again. Naturally 
there were many plot devices that Shakespeare might have 
used to bring Hermione and Leontes together again ; that he 
chose this one indicates something deeper than the concern 
with visual symbolism and stage-effect that mark his last 
period. His schoolboy reading of Ovid would have made 
him familiar from the beginning with the story of Pygma- 
lion and Galatea, whose inner significance seems to be a vin- 
dication of the claims of art. The imagination can re-make 
the world in what shape it pleases. Pygmalion's is the art that 
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‘gives to airy nothing A local habitation and a name’; it 
‘shares With great creating nature’ m the making of every- 
thing that lives. For the contemplating eye modifies the ob- 
ject. 

PolixeneSjin his debate with Perdita, argues for Art against 
Nature, unaware that since the girl is a princess she is unwit- 
tingly behaving according to his principles as well as her 
own, in picking out Florizel as a mate ; he confronts, that is, 
an Art disguised as Nature. Now Leontes, in his turn, con- 
fronts a Nature disguised as Art. And whereas Polixenes 
had - mistakenly - intervened to forbid the love of Perdita 
and Florizel in order to give Art its way over Nature, Leon- 
tes now has the impression that he has turned Art into 
Nature by the sheer force of his longing and penitence ; he 
has obeyed the injunction of Shelley’s Prometheus, 

to hope till hope creates 
From its own wreck the thing it contemplates. 

His living, breathing queen is restored to him because his 
penance is fully worked out. He goes to see the statue in the 
company of Polixenes, with whom he is now reconciled, and 
perhaps this recalls to his mind the unfallen state of in- 
nocence in which he and his friend (‘two twinn’d lambs’) 
passed their childhood, for on first seeing the supposed sta- 
tue he exclaims, 

Chide me, dear stone, that I may say, indeed 
Thou art Hermione ; or rather, thou art she 
In thy not chiding; for she was as tender 
As infancy and grace. 

He thus links the memory of Hermione with the memory of 
that Eden from which he and his friend were expelled by the 
mere fact of growing up and developing adult passions; but 
he adds another ingredient, ‘grace’, to the softness of in- 
fancy. This is in resonance with the undertone of religious 
feeling that has been present throughout in the story of Her- 
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mione. When the disaster first breaks on her, and she is led 
away to prison, she comforts her weeping attendants with, 
‘ this action I now go on Is for my better grace If it were not 
repeated at a crucial moment by Leontes, this use of the 
word ‘grace’ might be a mere chance, of no great signifi- 
cance ; but the two occurrences of the word reinforce each 
other. And there is also Paulina’s significant remark, just be- 
fore Hermione steps down from the pedestal, ‘ It is requir’d 
You do awake your faith’. 

The religious atmosphere is very strong in this scene. Her- 
mione embraces her husband silently, but when Paulina pre- 
sents the kneeling figure of Perdita, she speaks, and the first 
words her husband hears from her after sixteen years are in 
the form of a prayer : 

You gods, look down, 

And from your sacred vials pour your graces 
Upon my daughter’s head I 

That Hermione’s prayer should be for her daughter, for the 
happy and virtuous continuation of the natural line of des- 
cent, is very true to the central import of the play. And we 
may note that in this high religious fervour, Nature and Art 
are reconciled ; for, as Yeats puts it, ‘Both nuns and mothers 
worship images’. The mind in worship makes use of both 
Art and Nature and transcends them. 

Meanwhile, the everyday characters are still living out 
their comic or unremarkable lives ; even such moments of 
high symbolism do not make us quite forget the existence of 
Autoiycus, the snapper-up of unconsidered trifles, or the old 
shepherd and the young clown, both of them so delighted 
by their flattering reception at court. Earlier on, Autoiycus 
has patronized them, in just the way that Touchstone patron- 
ized the rustics in the Forest of Arden ; but now they know 
that they are better than he. Autoiycus has his own parody 
of the Nature-versus-Art debate, as when he preeningly 
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reflects on his own superiority to the countrymen: 'How 
blessed are we that are not simple men ! Yet nature might 
have made me as these are’. Like Perdita, he owes his super- 
iority to a more generous endowment by Nature, yet he 
chooses to appear before them as a courtier, owing his attain- 
ment to upbringing, politeness and Art generally. 

Art - the intervention of Paulina, the prophecy of the 
oracle, and the needs of spiritual discipline - kept Hermione 
hidden away from her husband during the slow maturing of 
another human harvest. Then, when their daughter had 
grown to womanhood in the course of Nature, Leontes was 
shown a statue which presendy lived and moved. In other 
words. Art, having done what it could, handed over to Na- 
ture. But such a handing-over cannot be casual or simple. It 
needs an atmosphere of profound reverence. And it needs 
the presence of ‘grace’. The Winter s Tale contains elements 
of debate, of question and counter-question, but it would be 
quite false to represent it as a discussion-play like, say, As 
You Li\e It, It is a profound lyrical meditation on the theme 
of forgiveness and renewal, full of delicacy and beauty, yet 
always close to the earth and the human heart-beat. Shake- 
speare never wrote a more perfect work. 


4 

In The Tempest^ we come straightaway upon two striking 
differences from the pattern as it has become familiar to us. 
The preserving and creative storm comes at the very begin- 
ning instead of at mid point; and it is caused not by Nature 
but by Art. Prospero, ousted from his dukedom by his 
brother Antonio, has been thrown on the mercy of the seas 
in a leaky hulk with his infant daughter. Miranda is thus, 
like Marina and Perdita, a child of the sea ; and Prospero has 
undergone his own sea-ordeal before imposing it on the 
other characters. All this was years ago (sixteen years .?), and 
the intervening time has been filled with study and medi- 
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tation - a counterpart to the long repentance of Leontes. 

But Prosper o is not another Leontes. To begin with, he is 
not repentant. Though his loss of the dukedom is obviously 
to some extent his own fault - this appears even in his own 
account of it, to Miranda at the opening of the play - he sees 
his magical studies primarily as an instrument of power, by 
which he may win back his position. And during the years 
on the island he has likewise used his knowledge in the ser- 
vice of power. He has, as we should say, ‘colonized’ it. And 
here the story links up with the contemporary world, with 
the strange deliverance of the Sea- Adventure^ the colony in 
Virginia, and the argument over Nature and Nurture. 

One of the few books we can say with fair certainty that 
Shakespeare owned (as distinct from the many we know he 
must have read) is John Florio’s translation of Montaigne’s 
Essays (1603), for the British Museum has a copy of this book 
with what looks like Shakespeare’s signature in it. There, 
Shakespeare would have taken particular note of the essay 
‘Of the Caniballes’, which argued that these formnate be- 
ings are the unspoilt children of Nature : 

They are even savage, as we call those fruits wilde, which 
nature of her sdfe, and of her ordinarie progress hath produced : 
whereas indeed, they are those which our selves have altered by 
our artificial! devices, and diverted from their common order, we 
should rather terme savage. 

And again : 

. . . there is no reason, art should gaine the point of honour of 
our great and puissant mother Nature. We have so much by our 
Inventions surcharged the beauties and riches of her workes, that 
we have altogether overchoaked her : yet where ever her puritie 
shineth, she makes our vaine and frivolous enterprises wonder- 
fully ashamed. 

This is a strong point of view; it is exactly in line with 
Perdita’s distrust of the art which shares with great creating 
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nature ; and i£ Shakespeare had intended to agree with it, he 
would have made Caliban beautiful and innocent, instead of 
(as the Dramatis Personae firmly calls him) ‘a savage and 
deformed Slave*. Does Shakespeare, then, clash head-on 
with Montaigne and those who think like him? No, not 
head-on. It is not Shakespeare’s way to give neatly defined 
answers that can be taken away and applied independently 
of the works in which they occur. He will teach general les- 
sons, but he Will not give blackboard answers to specific 
problems. 

Caliban is a symbolic figure, coming from the same region 
of Shakespeare’s imagination as the witches in Macbeth. His 
mother was Sycorax, a ‘foul witch’, ‘who with age and 
envy Was grown into a hoop’. Before Prospero arrived, the 
island v/as under the rule, not of beneficent Nature, but of 
this hag, who imprisoned the delicate Ariel while letting the 
gross Caliban, her offspring, roam unchecked. Prospero’s 
advent was no doubt unfortunate for Caliban, but it was a 
blessing for Ariel, who gamed from it a measure of freedom, 
with the promise of complete liberation in the end. 

Caliban, whose name is a fairly obvious anagram of ‘Can- 
nibal has therefore a complex role in the action. On the one 
hand, he is an indirect argument for Prospero’s Art and 
against the policy of leaving everything to Nature. On the 
odier hand, he has the pathos of the exploited peoples 
everywhere, poignantly expressed at the beginning of a 
three-hundred-year wave of European colonization; even 
the lowest savage wishes to be left alone rather than ‘edu- 
cated ’ and made to work for someone else, and there is an 
undeniable justice in his complaint : 

For I am all the subjects that you have, 

Which first was mine own king. 

Prospero retorts with the inevitable answer of the colonist : 
Caliban has gained in knowledge and skill (though we rc- 
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call that he already knew how to build dams to catch fish^ 
and also to dig pig-nuts from the soil, as if this were the Eng- 
lish countryside). Before being employed by Prospero, Cali- 
ban had no language : 

thou didst not, savage. 

Know thine own meaning, but wouldst gabble like 
A thing most brutish. 

However, this kindness has been rewarded with ingrati- 
tude ; Caliban, allowed to live in Prosperous cell, has made 
an attempt to ravish Miranda; when sternly reminded of 
this, he impenitently says, with a kind of slavering guffaw, 

Oh ho 1 Oh ho 1 - Would ’t had been done ! 

Thou didst prevent me ; I had peopled else 

This isle with Calibans. 

Our own age, which is much given to using the horrible 
word ‘miscegenation’, ought to have no difficulty in under- 
standing this passage. Quite apart from an understandable 
wish not to have his daughter ravished by anyone, Prospero 
could hardly maintain his rule over an island whose inhabit- 
ants were partly Caliban’s offspring and pardy his own. 
Small wonder that Caliban is banished to a cell among the 
rocks, and put on to heavy labour. 

All the Romances, as part of their general plan, afford us 
glimpses of unregenerate humanity : the brothel in Pericles^ 
Cloten and the hangmen in Cymbdine^ Autoiycus in The 
Winter s Tale, This important role is well filled in The 
Tempest^ which contains two attempted murders, both 
foiled by Prospero’s magic. The one that concerns us at the 
moment is the plot made by Caliban in association with the 
two drunken seamen, Stephano and Trinculo. This episode 
(Act in, Scene ii, and Act IV, Scene i) is crucial because it 
shows the difference between wickedness produced by Na- 
ture and wickedness produced by Nurture. Caliban is venge- 
ful and murderous, but he is not vulgar ; when, on the way 
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to Prospero’s cell, the trio come upon some 'glistening ap- 
parel’ and other baubles which Ariel has set to catch their 
attention, the sailors immediately forget their plan to murder 
Prospero, and fall to parcelling out the loot. In spite of Cali- 
ban’s desperate plea 'what do you mean To dote thus on such 
luggage ? ’ they cannot resist the lure. Their natures, unlike 
his, are corrupted by tawdriness and the cheap trash of ur- 
banization. We should find exacdy the same contrast be- 
tween a modern suburbanite and a Dyak head-hunter who 
had never watched a tv commercial. 

But the marvellous originality of Shakespeare’s conception 
of Caliban is still not exhausted. His domain extends into 
the realm of psycho-analysis. He is the Id, the unregenerate 
lower nature, in the personality in which Ariel represents 
the imagination and Prospero the driving and organizing in- 
tellect. (I avoid using the formal classification of Id, Ego and 
Super-Ego, which does not, I think, quite fit the picture 
here.) Caliban is ‘the inward animal’, lustful and brutal, yet 
with the pathos of something struggling to evolve. In his ter- 
ror at the vengeance that will be visited on him after the epi- 
sode of the murder-plot, he says, ‘we shall ... all be turned 
to barnacles, or to apes With foreheads villainous low’. Sub- 
human he may be, but he knows the difference between 
himself and the anthropoids, and he does not want to be one 
of them. This fear is all the more touching inasmuch as the 
dividing-line between Caliban’s nature and an animal’s is 
necessarily thin. He is responsive to music, for instance, as 
animals generally are while remaining indifferent to the 
other human arts; no doubt the ‘sounds and sweet airs’ he 
so often hears are something to do with Prospero’s magic, 
but for ail that they seem to be the only thing in his life that 
brings him any happiness : 

Sometimes a thousand twangling instruments 

Will hum about mine ears ; and sometime voices, 

That, if I then had wak’d after long sleep, 
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Will make me sleep again ; and then, in dreaming, 

The clouds methought would open and show riches 
Ready to drop upon me, that, when I wak®d 
I cried to dream again. 

A character who can talk in this strain is not wholly unsym^ 
pathetic, however little we should like to meet him on a dark 
night. 'A born devil’, Prospero calls on, ‘on whose nature 
Nurture will never stick’; but the Nature that rules Cali- 
ban’s being, and will brook no intervention from Nurture, 
is still a divinity even though cruel. 

In a less extreme way, the milder virtues of the pastoral 
world also get their due in this play. Miranda is the product 
of Nurture, since she not only comes of noble blood (‘a gen- 
der scion ’) but has been elaborately educated by her father. 
Nevertheless, she is pastoral m that she has never mixed in 
corrupting human society, never been subjected to the tawdry 
city-life that makes vulgarians of such as Trinculo and Ste- 
phano. Civilization has its heavy penalties, as no one knows 
better than the representative of Art, Prospero: when, in 
rapture, the girl cries out ‘O brave new world That hath 
such people in ’t he says drily, ‘ ’Tis new to thee ’. 

In the end, the characters leave the island and go back to 
civilization, as they always do in Shakespeare ; human work 
has to be carried on, somebody has to govern, the dailiness of 
life will start up again. The Forest of Arden and Prospero’s 
island, the ‘wood near Athens’ or the Welsh mountains in 
Cymbehne^ have one thing in common: they are places 
where important lessons are to be learnt. Once that is done, 
the characters go back to their normal business. But it is right 
that some vision of an ideal simplicity, of a life untrammelled 
by the hampering demands of law and custom, should per- 
sist among them. In The Tempest^ it is noteworthy that the 
one character among the shipwrecked party who really en- 
joys the idea of a golden-age simplicity is Gonzalo, the good 
old courtier whose generosity to the dcomed Prospero paral- 
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lels that of Antigonus to the infant Perdita, when he fitted 
his boat out with necessities and even books. As Dr Johnson 
pointed out, ‘being the only good Man that appears with the 
King, he is the only Man that preserves his cheerfulness in 
the Wreck, and his Hope on the Island’. To the amusement 
of the two evil sophisticates, Sebastian and Antonio, he seeks 
to beguile the melancholy of King Alonso, mourning the 
supposed death of his son Ferdinand, by talking about the 
ideal commonwealth he would like to set up on such an 
island as this. His views mrn out to be much the same as 
those of Montaigne ~ a sure sign that Shakespeare con- 
sidered those views worthy or a courteous hearing. 

F th’ commonwealth I would by contraries 
Execute all things ; for no kind of traffic 
Would I admit ; no name of magistrate ; 

Letters should not be known ; riches, poverty. 

And use of service, none ; contract, succession, 

Bourn, bound of land, tilth, vineyard, none i 
No use of metal, corn, or wine, or oil ; 

No occupation ; all men idle, ail ; 

And women too, but innocent and pure; 

No sovereignty . . , 

Ail things in common nature should produce 
Without sweat or endeavour. Treason, felony, 

Sword, pike, knife, gun, or need of any engine, 

Would I not have ; but nature should bring forth, 

Of its own kind, all foison^ all abundance. 

To feed my innocent people. 

It may be only a dream, but it is a healing and generous 
dream, fit to haunt the mind of a just man. 

5 

The chief differences between The Tempest and the other 
Romances are two. It is tight in construction; the tragic 
events are told in a single long exposition by Prospero, and 
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the action we see on the stage concerns only the working of 
Prospero’s magic to draw his enemies into his power, and 
then the change of heart by which he forgives them. Sec- 
ondly, It is political m flavour; the initial offence against 
Prospero was the usurping of his kingdom, whereas the 
jealousy of Leontes and the lack of faith of Posthumus are 
offences against love. Within that framework, the action 
follows very closely the accustomed pattern. The young 
people meet, fall in love, and intend to unite the opposed 
houses by means of that love. The quarrels and injuries of 
their elders do not concern them ; they spend no time or en- 
ergy on the past; from the moment they set eyes on each 
other, there is a fresh beginning. Alonso, King of Naples, 
lent his aid to Prospero’s treacherous brother and supported 
the coup by which he came to power ; but time has gone by, 
the children have grown up to marriageable age, and when 
Ferdinand has begotten children with Miranda, the old 
quarrels will be as if they had never been. But first there 
must be a patching-up among their elders. It is as if, at the 
end of his career, Shakespeare felt able at last to let Romeo 
and Juliet marry. But Montague must first shake hands with 
Capulet. 

In Cymbdine and The Winter s Tale^ the healing flow of 
forgiveness comes from the hearts of women ; Imogen and 
Hermione forgive, and all their menfolk have to do is to feel 
sincere repentance. In The Tempest^ it is an elderly man 
who must forgive injury ; the heart in question is harder and 
drier. Hence the beautiful touch of making Prospero learn 
forgiveness from Ariel. 

PEOSPERO : Say, my spirit, 

How fares the King and followers? 

ARIEL! Confin’d together 

In the same fashion as you gave in charge ; 

Just as you left them ; ^ prisoners, sir, 

In the line-grove which weather-fends your ceU ; 
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They caaaot budge till your release. The Kingj 
His brother, and yours, abide all three distracted. 

And the remainder mourning over them. 

Brim full of sorrow and dismay ; but chiefly 
Him you term’d, sir, ‘the good old lord, Gonzaio’ ; 

His tears run down his beard, like winter’s drops 
From eaves of reeds. Your charm so strongly works ’em 
That if you now beheld them your affections 
Would become tender. 

PROSPERO: Dost thou think so, spirit ? 

ARIEL : Mme would, sir, were I human. 

PRospERo : And mine shall. 

Hast thou, which art but air, a touch, a feeling 
Of their afflictions, and shall not myself, 

One of their kind, that relish all as sharply, 

Passion as they, be kindlier mov’d than thou art? 

Though with their high wrongs I am struck to th’ quick, 

Yet with my nobler reason ’gainst my fury 

Do I take part ; the rarer action is 

In virtue than in vengeance ; they being penitent, 

The sole drift of my purpose doth extend 
Not a frown further. 

It is his magic that has given Prospero this power over his 
enemies, but it is Ariel who moves him to forgiveness ; the 
liberating imagination diverts to a higher purpose the hard, 
driving intellect, till then intent only on the working of its 
will. It is true that Prospero has already destined his daugh- 
ter for Alonso’s son, but this need imply no forgiveness of 
Alonso, and in any case his stern treatment of Ferdinand in- 
dicates a harsh intention to test the young man by making 
him do the drudgery of a Caliban, and thus subject him to 
the ordeals of the natural man through which his nurture 
must shine forth. Prosperous forgiveness does not flow as 
spontaneously as that of Hermione or Imogen; it is slowly 
won from him, in the teeth of his self-regarding pride; in 
this respect the character he most resembles is Isabella in 
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Measure for Measure. And we are left with the impression 
that it was Ariel's mention of Gonzalo that finally tipped the 
scale; an act of kindness and courage, many years before, 
opens the rusted valves of forgiveness now. 

As a matter of fact, the scene of general reconciliation in 
the Fifth Act is a challenge to any stage-director, (And the 
fireside reader, if he wishes to get the most out of any Shake- 
speare play, will always mount a stage-production in the 
theatre of his mind : he will always be ready to say definitely 
what, at any given moment, he would instruct an actor or 
actress to do) Prospero has a few words ready for each of 
the company. To Gonzalo, he expresses friendship and gra- 
titude; to Sebastian, he hints at the possibility of exposing 
him as a traitor and regicide; to his brother, the chief offen- 
der against himself, his speech is harsh even though it pro- 
nounces forgiveness. 

For you, most wicked sir, whom to call brother 
Would even infect my mouth, I do forgive 
Thy rankest fault - aU of them ; and require 
My dukedom of thee, which perforce I know 
Thou must restore. 

Alonso and Gonzalo are delighted and enter fully into the 
recognition. Sebastian and Antonio are silent. Are they in- 
cluded in the renewal of love and trust } Or do they merely 
go along with it, accepting an agreement they can do noth- 
ing to resist ? Everything here will depend on a director's 
liberty of interpretation. If he thinks Antonio should share 
in the forgiveness (Sebastian hardly matters, being outside 
the main business of the play at this point), he can have him 
kneel and receive his brother's blessing in silence; or, as 
Nevill Coghill has suggested, Prospero’s concluding words, 
Tlease you, draw near can be spoken to Antonio instead of 
merely used to herd the company offstage in the direction of 
the dinner-table. The others can go off to the feast; Antonio 
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cm hang back, alone on the far side of the stage, not daring 
to beheve that the invitation includes him; and ‘Please you, 
draw near’ can bring the brothers together in a handclasp 
that completes the circle of reconciliation^ 

Far-fetched ? I do not think so. There is, of course, no 
stage-direction that would warrant any such thing. But then 
stage-directions are notoriously casual in the early editions of 
Shakespeare. (There is, for instance, no stage-direction to in- 
dicate that Desdemona drops her handkerchief.) The dia- 
logue is a stronger test; the fact that Prospero has noming to 
say to Anioriio, it has been argued, must indicate that he 
does not wish to carry his forgiveness any further. But in rny 
view this does no more than link Prospero still more firmly 
with Isabella, who - it will be remembered - when con- 
fronted With her brother Claudio, ali^e and well after she 
has thought him treacherously murdered by Angelo, has 
nothing whatever to say to him. Clearly, a director would 
instruct the actress playing Isabella to cross the stage and 
embrace her brother in a silent rapture of tears, at some con- 
venient point - unless he was trying to uphold some cynical 
interpretation of the play, which m my opinion would be 
quite mistaken. For that matter, in King Lea^^ Cordelia is 
ready with a rebuke when she is rejected by Burgundy after 
being shorn of her dowry, but when France accepts her she 
says nothing. These Shakespearean silences cannot be held 
to settle all questions or interpretation. If Prospero and his 
brother are given no dialogue of reconciliation, it is always 
open to the fireside director to make them join hands in sil- 
ence. 

The forgiveness of Caliban is a similar point. Prospero’s 
language towards his ‘ slave ’ continues to be harsh and per- 
emptory, but there is some significance in his remark, when 
the three malefactors are brought before the courtly com- 
pany, 
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two of these fellows you 
Must know and own ; this thing of darkness I 
Acknowledge mine. 

This may just possibly be a casual remark, but the scene is 
very sparing in casual remarks, and I myself believe that 
Prospero ‘acknowledges’ Caliban in the sense that he will 
not withdraw from him that sympathy and forgiveness he 
is giving to the others. Sending Caliban off to prepare his 
cell, Prospero adds ‘as you look To have my pardon, trim it 
handsomely and Caliban replies that he will ‘be wise here- 
after, And seek for grace’. The word ‘grace’ is one to whose 
overtones we have been especially alerted by The Winters 
T ale ^ and there is no need to give it a theological meaning to 
believe that Caliban will end the play in a better state than 
he is in at the beginning. 

I have seen a production of the play in which Caliban, at 
the words ‘this thing of darkness I Acknowledge mine’, 
knelt to Prospero and received something like a blessing. 
Certainly the temptation, in this play, to conduct import- 
ant business non-verbally is very strong for any director, 
whether in the theatre or the armchair. The masque element 
is conspicuous throughout, and Shakespeare is evidently 
taking pleasure in contriving action which will sum up and 
symbolize important features of the play. Each of the two 
sub-plots (Alonso/Sebastian/Antonio and Caliban/Steph- 
ano/Trinculo) is brought to a climax and rounded off by an 
elaborate piece of stage business. In the first, a delicate ban- 
quet is spread before the ‘men of sin ’ and they are just about 
to eat when ‘Enter Ariel like a harpy ; claps his wings upon 
the table ; and, with a quaint device, the banquet vanishes’. 
In the second, the low-life assassins are hunted above the 
stage by ‘divers Spirits, in shape of dogs and hounds’. And 
then there is the elaborate entertainment, specifically called 
‘A Masque’, with which Prospero signifies his assent to the 
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marriage of Ferdinand and Miranda. More important still 
is the exquisite piece of visual symbolism which comes after, 
the reconciliation. Alonso, still thinking his son has been 
lost at sea, is led by Prospero to the door of his cell; ®The 
entrance of the Cell opens’, says the stage direction, ‘and 
discovers Ferdinand and Miranda playing at chess’. Mr 
Kermode rightly calls this ‘a symbol of aristocratic con- 
cord’. It is a visual equivalent of the dance in which Romeo 
and Juliet first link hands, and the sonnet in which they first 
speak to each other. 

The older people are reconciled, Gonzalo’s original gener- 
osity has borne fruit, Ariel is freed after one last service 
greater than any of his others, even Caliban is uplifted, and 
the business of the play is concluded. Except for one thing. 
Prospero must cease to be a magician and re-enter normal 
life. He has already said that when his last remaining tasks 
are done, he will abandon his art. 

But this rough magic 
I here abjure ; and, when I have requir'd 
Some heavenly music - which even now I do - 
To work mine end upon their senses that 
This airy charm is for, Fil break my staff, 

Bury it certain fathoms in the earth. 

And deeper than did ever plummet sound 
rii drown my book. 

This solemn renunciation of Prosperous art has been tradi- 
tionally interpreted as Shakespeare’s farewell to the stage. 
And if this meaning is indeed present, it is appropriate en- 
ough, coming towards the end of the last play written by 
Shakespeare alone. (The only later work, Henry F///, is a 
collaboration.) But the lines have a deeper meaning, and one 
more apposite to the masterpiece in which they occur. Pros- 
perous abjuring of his magic is the same thing as the descent 
of Hermione’s statue in The Winter s Tale. It is the moment 
when Art, having done all that it can, hands over to Nature. 
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What it signals is the conviction, very close to the heart of 
Shakespeare’s work, that ordinary life must and will go on. 
Prospero’s art has brought his enemies into his power, and 
enabled him to forgive them ; now he must go back to Milan 
and live with them. Hermione is restored to Leontes, Perdita 
has married Florizel and Miranda has married Ferdinand, 
Now they must live together. The art that went to their orig- 
inal mating is drowned in a sea ‘deeper than did ever plum- 
met sound’ ; the sea of time. And this, as always, is Shake- 
speare’s final word. From ‘art’, even an art as great as his, 
we go back to the ‘nature’ of day-to-day living. The creative 
dream, the journey through the life-renewing region of the 
imagination, comes to an end, and we return, with new 
strength and new knowledge, to the lives we live and the 
scenes we know. 
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